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To 


Kathryn Elaine Ryken 


who was still little when I was working on this commentary 


and 


to everyone who still needs to know Jesus for sure 


It seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, . . . that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught. 
Luke 1:3–4 
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SERIES INTRODUCTION


In every generation there is a fresh need for the faithful exposition of God’s Word in the church. At the same time, the church must constantly do the work of theology: reflecting on the teaching of Scripture, confessing its doctrines of the Christian faith, and applying them to contemporary culture. We believe that these two tasks—the expositional and the theological—are interdependent. Our doctrine must derive from the biblical text, and our understanding of any particular passage of Scripture must arise from the doctrine taught in Scripture as a whole. 



We further believe that these interdependent tasks of biblical exposition and theological reflection are best undertaken in the church, and most specifically in the pulpits of the church. This is all the more true since the study of Scripture properly results in doxology and praxis—that is, in praise to God and practical application in the lives of believers. In pursuit of these ends, we are pleased to present the Reformed Expository Commentary as a fresh exposition of Scripture for our generation in the church. We hope and pray that pastors, teachers, Bible study leaders, and many others will find this series to be a faithful, inspiring, and useful resource for the study of God’s infallible, inerrant Word. 



The Reformed Expository Commentary has four fundamental commitments. First, these commentaries aim to be biblical, presenting a comprehensive exposition characterized by careful attention to the details of the text. They are not exegetical commentaries—commenting word by word or even verse by verse—but integrated expositions of whole passages of Scripture. Each commentary will thus present a sequential, systematic treatment of an entire book of the Bible, passage by passage. Second, these commentaries are unashamedly doctrinal. We are committed to the Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms as containing the system of doctrine taught in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. Each volume will teach, promote, and defend the doctrines of the Reformed faith as they are found in the Bible. Third, these commentaries are redemptive-historical in their orientation. We believe in the unity of the Bible and its central message of salvation in Christ. We are thus committed to a Christ-centered view of the Old Testament, in which its characters, events, regulations, and institutions are properly understood as pointing us to Christ and his gospel, as well as giving us examples to follow in living by faith. Fourth, these commentaries are practical, applying the text of Scripture to contemporary challenges of life—both public and private—with appropriate illustrations. 



The contributors to the Reformed Expository Commentary are all pastor-scholars. As pastor, each author will first present his expositions in the pulpit ministry of his church. This means that these commentaries are rooted in the teaching of Scripture to real people in the church. While aiming to be scholarly, these expositions are not academic. Our intent is to be faithful, clear, and helpful to Christians who possess various levels of biblical and theological training—as should be true in any effective pulpit ministry. Inevitably this means that some issues of academic interest will not be covered. Nevertheless, we aim to achieve a responsible level of scholarship, seeking to promote and model this for pastors and other teachers in the church. Significant exegetical and theological difficulties, along with such historical and cultural background as is relevant to the text, will be treated with care. 



We strive for a high standard of enduring excellence. This begins with the selection of the authors, all of whom have proven to be outstanding communicators of God’s Word. But this pursuit of excellence is also reflected in a disciplined editorial process. Each volume is edited by both a series editor and a testament editor. The testament editors, Iain Duguid for the Old Testament and Daniel Doriani for the New Testament, are accomplished pastors and respected scholars who have taught at the seminary level. Their job is to ensure that each volume is sufficiently conversant with up-to-date scholarship and is faithful and accurate in its exposition of the text. As series editors, we oversee each volume to ensure its overall quality—including excellence of writing, soundness of teaching, and usefulness in application. Working together as an editorial team, along with the publisher, we are devoted to ensuring that these are the best commentaries our gifted authors can provide, so that the church will be served with trustworthy and exemplary expositions of God’s Word. 



It is our goal and prayer that the Reformed Expository Commentary will serve the church by renewing confidence in the clarity and power of Scripture and by upholding the great doctrinal heritage of the Reformed faith. We hope that pastors who read these commentaries will be encouraged in their own expository preaching ministry, which we believe to be the best and most biblical pattern for teaching God’s Word in the church. We hope that lay teachers will find these commentaries among the most useful resources they rely upon for understanding and presenting the text of the Bible. And we hope that the devotional quality of these studies of Scripture will instruct and inspire each Christian who reads them in joyful, obedient discipleship to Jesus Christ. 



May the Lord bless all who read the Reformed Expository Commentary. We commit these volumes to the Lord Jesus Christ, praying that the Holy Spirit will use them for the instruction and edification of the church, with thanksgiving to God the Father for his unceasing faithfulness in building his church through the ministry of his Word. 





Richard D. Phillips
 Philip Graham Ryken
 Series Editors








PREFACE


After nearly a decade of preaching at Tenth Presbyterian Church, I decided it was time for me to satisfy a growing hunger to preach all the way through one of the biblical Gospels. Although I take deep satisfaction in preaching Christ from all the Scriptures, I also agree with Robert Murray M’Cheyne, who once observed “how sweet and precious it is to preach directly about Christ, compared with all other subjects of preaching.” 



For me the choice of which Gospel to preach was obvious. My predecessor—the late Dr. James Montgomery Boice—had already preached masterful series through the Gospels of Matthew and John. Mark was still a possibility, of course, but I was drawn to the broader scope of Luke, which is the longest book in the New Testament. Luke also has the most urban feel of any of the Gospels, and thus it seemed especially appropriate to preach to a city congregation like the one I pastor in Philadelphia. Luke had a special concern for people on the margins—people broken by the troubles of life, including the many women we meet in the pages of his Gospel. So I decided to preach through Luke, which has proved to be one of the best experiences of my Christian life. 



It is no exaggeration to say that a commentary this size is a monumental undertaking. These two volumes on Luke would never have been possible without the prayers and assistance of many people. Every week, the work I do in God’s Word is helped immeasurably by the prayers of God’s people at Tenth Church. As editorial work on these Bible expositions began, my friend Jonathan Rockey and my colleagues (who are also still my friends) Dan Doriani and Rick Phillips made the generous commitment to read and comment on the entire manuscript. Their suggestions led to countless improvements and corrections, which were helpfully and cheerfully entered into the manuscript by my assistants Anne Davies and Dora McFarland. As always, Lisa helped me know how to honor God as we integrated this project into the rest of family life. 



In a 2007 interview for Newsweek, the well-known atheist and bestselling author Sam Harris said, “I don’t want to pretend to be certain about anything I’m not certain about.” I think Luke would agree with Mr. Harris, which is why he wrote his famous Gospel. We should never pretend, especially when it comes to what we believe about God. This does not mean that we can never be certain, however. On the contrary, Luke’s Gospel was written to give greater certainty about the person and work of Jesus Christ (see Luke 1:1–4). My prayer is that this commentary will help you understand the gospel and come to full assurance of your salvation, as Luke intended.





Philip Graham Ryken
 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
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 Knowing for Sure

   Luke 1:1–4
   


   Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught.
 (Luke 1:1–4) 


   Doubt. Little by little, it gnaws away at the soul. To be sure, there are times when Christianity makes all the sense in the world. The mysteries of the birth, death, and resurrection of God the Son appear so certain that it would seem foolish even to call them into question. Yet there are also times when, as the poet Roger White so aptly put it, “A mosquito buzzes round my faith”—the mosquito of doubt.1 In solitary moments the nagging questions whine in our ears: Is the Bible really true? Does God actually hear my prayers? Can my sins truly be forgiven? Will I definitely go to heaven when I die? 


   Sometimes the doubting questions can lead to unbelief. In the opening chapter of his novel In the Beauty of the Lilies, John Updike describes the moment when a Presbyterian minister abandons the Christian faith. Doubt had been buzzing away at the man’s soul, and then one day his faith vanished altogether. As Updike tells it, 


    	The Reverend Clarence Arthur Wilmot, down in the rectory of the Fourth Presbyterian 	Church at the corner of Straight Street and Broadway, felt the last particles of 	his faith leave him. The sensation was distinct—a visceral surrender, a set of dark 	sparkling bubbles escaping upward. . . . His thoughts had slipped with quicksilver 	momentum into the recognition, which he had long withstood, that . . . there is no 	. . . God, nor should there be. 

 	Clarence’s mind was like a many-legged, wingless insect that had long and tediously 	been struggling to climb up the walls of a slick-walled porcelain basin; and now 	a sudden impatient wash of water swept it down into the drain. There is no God.2


   


   Even if we ourselves have not abandoned the Christian faith, we can understand how this could happen. We too have had our doubts. There are times when our faith falters, when the whole story of salvation suddenly seems quite improbable, if not impossible. We still believe in Jesus, but sometimes it is hard to know for sure. 


   

   

 

LUKE, THE HISTORIAN 

   So Luke decided to write a Gospel. Knowing that people sometimes have their doubts about Jesus Christ, and that even believers may struggle to gain greater assurance of their faith, he sat down to write “the Gospel of knowing for sure.” He began with a formal dedication: 


    	Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been 	accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and 	ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having 	followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, 	most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you 	have been taught. (Luke 1:1–4) 


   


   Although Luke does not mention himself by name, he has always been universally acknowledged as the writer of this book. In one long sentence, he tells us what kind of book he wanted to write: one that would help people to be more certain of their salvation in Christ. To accomplish this goal, he set out to write a historically accurate, carefully researched, and well-organized Gospel. 


   Luke is exactly such a Gospel. First, it is historically accurate. Luke was by no means the only person ever to write a biography of Jesus Christ. He was well aware that others had tried to record what Jesus had done. As he said, “Many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us” (Luke 1:1). Perhaps he was thinking of the Gospel of Mark, which has many similarities to Luke, and which Luke may well have used as one of his sources. But the word “many” indicates that there were other writings as well, including works that may no longer be in existence. 


   In mentioning what others had written, Luke was not trying to be critical. He gives no indication that he considered the other writings to be unreliable in any way. In fact, he says just the opposite. Others wrote down what they had received from “eyewitnesses and ministers of the word” (Luke 1:2), by which Luke meant the apostles. From the book of Acts, which is the sequel to this Gospel, we know that apostles like Peter and John were called to be witnesses for Christ (e.g., Acts 1:8; 4:33). What qualified them to preach the gospel was the fact that they were eyewitnesses of the risen Christ. 


   But eventually the apostolic gospel had to be written down. The apostles would not be around forever, and if their mission was to continue, their message needed to be handed down in a more permanent form. Others had begun to preserve the apostolic witness in writing, but Luke wanted to do it too. God had called him to write a Gospel that was similar to what others had written, but would also make a unique contribution. Partly drawing on the work of others, but also pursuing his own historical and evangelistic interests, Luke would write a more complete history, so that people would know for sure what Jesus had done. 


   Luke defined a Gospel as “a narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us” (Luke 1:1). A narrative is simply a story, so Luke wanted to tell a story. But this particular narrative was historical. It was about things that had been accomplished, things that had really happened, things that had been done in time and space. Therefore, Luke is careful to place the story of Jesus in its historical context. For example, when he tells the story of the Savior’s birth, he says that it coincided with “the first registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria” (Luke 2:2). Luke was writing fact, not fiction, and he knew the difference, as did his original readers. Like Polybius, the Greek historian of Rome, he wanted to “simply record what really happened and what really was said.”3 In addition, as we shall see, he wanted to give a divinely inspired interpretation of the words and deeds of Jesus Christ. 


   During the nineteenth century, liberal Bible scholars tried to argue that Luke was a bad historian, that his books were riddled with factual errors. In the last one hundred years, however, their assessment of Luke’s historiography has been almost completely reversed. The more we learn about the ancient world, the more we see how careful he was to get the facts straight. One historian concludes: “Wherever modern scholarship has been able to check up on the accuracy of Luke’s work the judgment has been unanimous: he is one of the finest and ablest historians in the ancient world.”4 In the words of the famous archaeologist William Ramsay, “Luke is a historian of the first rank; not merely are his statements of fact trustworthy; he is possessed of the true historic sense; he seizes the important and critical events and shows their true nature at greater length, while he touches lightly or omits entirely much that was valueless for his purpose. In short, this author should be placed along with the very greatest of historians.”5


   Doubtless some scholars will continue to challenge Luke on historical grounds. But his concern for historical accuracy helps us to be more certain of our faith. If it could be shown that Luke’s work contained basic errors of fact, then his whole Gospel would be discredited. A Christian is someone who believes that Jesus is who he said he is and did what the Bible says he did. But if Luke didn’t have his facts straight on the governorship of Syria, how can we trust his testimony about miracles like the virgin birth or the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ? Our entire salvation depends on the things that Jesus accomplished in human history, specifically through his sufferings and death. 


   Fortunately, Luke was a good historian. He did not write some fanciful account of things that people wanted to believe about Jesus, but an accurate historical record of what Jesus actually did. Through the testimony of Luke and others, the things that Jesus accomplished are as well established as any fact of ancient history, and this provides a rational basis for our faith. Of course, we still have to accept that what the Gospel says is true. We have to put our own personal trust in Jesus, believing that he died on the cross for our sins and that he was raised again to give us eternal life. But we believe these things with good reason, knowing that they are based on reliable history. 


   

   

 

JUST THE FACTS 

   In order to write a book that was historically accurate, Luke had to do painstaking research. This is a second feature of his Gospel: it was carefully researched. This required someone with a scholarly temperament, and Luke was just the man for the job. We sense this from his literary style. Listen again to his dedication: 


    	Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been 	accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and 	ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having 	followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, 	most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you 	have been taught. (Luke 1:1–4) 


   


   Who would begin a book with a word like “inasmuch” or write in such an elevated style? Only a man of letters—a highly educated, cultured, and sophisticated writer. Luke’s preface compares favorably to the formal introductions we find in works by Herodotus, Thucydides, Josephus, and other ancient historians. By way of comparison, consider this passage from the introduction Thucydides gave to his famous History of the Peloponnesian War: “But as to the facts of the occurrences of the war, I have thought it my duty to give them, not as ascertained from any chance informant, nor as seemed to me probable, but only after investigating with the greatest possible accuracy each detail, in the case of both the events in which I myself participated and of those regarding which I got my information from others. And the endeavor to discover these facts was a laborious task.”6 Like Thucydides, Luke was writing in the grand style, which was appropriate for a sophisticated audience across the Greek-speaking world. 


   For all his literary skill, Luke was not an eyewitness to the events he describes in his book. He admits this from the outset, honestly distinguishing his own work from those “who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word” (Luke 1:2). Luke was not an apostle. Nevertheless, he was a close companion of the apostles, and it seemed good for him to write a Gospel. He wrote on the basis of the testimony he received from the apostles, and he wrote as one who had “followed all things closely for some time past” (Luke 1:3). 


   What was Luke’s background? His name is Greek, which means that he may have been a Gentile. This would explain why he wrote a book presenting Jesus as the Savior of the world—a Gospel for the Gentiles as well as the Jews. What we do know is that Luke was medically trained. At the end of Colossians, he is described as “the beloved physician” (Col. 4:14). We also know that he traveled with the apostle Paul. In addition to Colossians, he is mentioned in 2 Timothy 4:11 and Philemon 24, where Paul calls him a “fellow worker,” and perhaps also in 2 Corinthians 8:18, where Paul mentions “the brother who is famous among all the churches for his preaching of the gospel.” There are further hints of Luke’s partnership with Paul in Acts. Starting with chapter 16, parts of that book are written in the first person plural. For example, the author writes: “we sailed away from Philippi after the days of Unleavened Bread, and in five days we came to them at Troas, where we stayed for seven days” (Acts 20:6). This seems to indicate that Luke was one of Paul’s traveling companions. 


   What all of this means is that Doctor Luke, as we might call him, was in an excellent position to know the truth about Jesus Christ. He could describe Christ’s work as something “accomplished among us” (Luke 1:1). He was an eyewitness of the apostolic ministry and a member of the early Christian community, and as such, he wanted to know everything there was to know about Jesus. By his own testimony, he had “followed all things closely for some time past” (Luke 1:3). Norval Geldenhuys explains how Luke must have done his work: 


    	Through long periods (during his travels along with Paul and also at other times) 	he made thorough researches concerning the Gospel stories so that he was able to 	set forth the actual course of events. He collected and studied all available written 	renderings of words and works of Jesus; wherever the opportunity was presented to 	him he discussed the Gospel stories with persons who possessed firsthand knowledge 	concerning Him; and during his stay in Jerusalem and in other parts of Palestine 	he collected as much information as possible concerning the buildings and places 	connected with the history of Christ. This is all clearly evidenced by the contents 	of the third Gospel.7


   


   If Mark was a storyteller, and John was a philosopher, then Luke was an investigative reporter. The result of his research is a rich account of the person and work of Jesus Christ. With a doctor’s gift for observation, Luke noticed things that other people overlooked. His is the most complete Gospel, which is why it is the longest book in the New Testament, including many precious details that the other Gospels omit. It is from Luke that we learn about the birth of John the Baptist and the infancy of Jesus the Christ—in all likelihood because he interviewed their mothers. It is from Luke that we learn the Christmas carols of Mary, Zechariah, Simeon, and the angel chorus of heaven. It is in Luke alone that we read parables like the good Samaritan, the prodigal son, and the Pharisee and the publican. Only Luke tells us what Jesus preached on the road to Emmaus. And only Luke gives us fuller portraits of the women who followed Jesus: Elizabeth, Mary, Anna, and Mary and Martha. 


   The result of Luke’s careful research is that reading his Gospel helps us to know for sure. Luke did his work with all the rigor of a prize-winning journalist, asking the famous questions: Who? What? When? Where? How? And at the back of his mind were the questions that we sometimes ask: Who is Jesus? What did he do? Did he really do what people said he did? When Luke was satisfied that he had the story straight, he wrote it down. As a careful historian, he wrote a sober, straightforward, nonsensationalized account of what Jesus did to save the world. This strengthens the assurance of our faith. The Gospel of Luke bears all the marks of authentic history, and as such, it reassures us that we are reading the real story of Jesus. 


   In describing how Luke came to write his Gospel, we must never forget that he wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. As John MacArthur explains, 


    	Luke’s acknowledgment that he compiled his account from various extant sources does 	not invalidate the claim of divine inspiration for his work. The process of inspiration 	never bypasses or overrides the personalities, vocabularies, and styles of the human 	authors of Scripture. The unique traits of the human authors are always indelibly 	stamped on the book of Scripture. Luke’s research creates no exception to this rule. 	The research itself was orchestrated by divine Providence.8


   


   Luke was the one who did the research and the writing, but God was the one who gave us this Gospel. The work that Luke did was under the sovereign control of God’s Spirit, so that the Gospel he wrote is the very Word of God. Like everything else in the Bible, it is not merely a human book about God, but a divine book to humanity. As B. B. Warfield explained, 


    	The whole of Scripture is the product of divine activities which enter it, however, not by superseding the activities of the human authors, but confluently with them; 	so that the Scriptures are the joint product of divine and human activities, both 	of which penetrate them at every point, working harmoniously together to the production 	of a writing which is not divine here and human there, but at once divine and human 	in every part, every word, every particular.9


   


   

   

 

GETTING ORGANIZED 

   One more feature of Luke’s Gospel is worthy of mention. Not only is the book historically accurate and carefully researched, but also logically organized. Luke tells us that his goal was “to write an orderly account” (Luke 1:3). Therefore, we would expect his Gospel to be organized in some careful and coherent way, and this is precisely what we find. 


   For the most part, the third Gospel is organized chronologically. Luke tells about things in the order they happened. However, he did not and could not tell us everything. Rather obviously, he did not have the space to report everything that Jesus ever said or did. He had to be selective. And as he chose what to include in his Gospel, he also had to decide how to arrange it. How did one event relate to the next? What was the best way to present the person and work of Jesus Christ? How should each phase of his life and ministry be connected to the story line of the gospel? 


   We can analyze the structure of Luke in several different ways. One good place to start is with Luke 4:17–21, where Jesus announces his intention to preach the good news and to perform liberating miracles of healing power. Or we could start with a thematic verse that aptly summarizes the book’s message. This verse comes at the end of the story of Zacchaeus, where Jesus describes his ministry: “The Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). Jesus often identified himself as “the Son of Man,” especially in the Gospel of Luke. By using this ancient title, he was declaring his authority to judge the nations, for the Son of Man was prophesied as coming for judgment (see Dan. 7:13–14). Here he announces what the Son of Man has come to do, namely, “to seek and to save the lost.” By this point Jesus had already told the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son (Luke 15). Now he makes their meaning clear: he is the Savior who has come on a search-and-rescue mission. 


   This is the structure of Luke’s Gospel, which is organized to show who Jesus is and what he has come to do. The opening chapters tell of Christ’s coming—his birth and preparation for ministry. Then Jesus begins his public ministry, and as he goes through Israel, teaching and performing miracles, he seeks lost sinners. But Jesus came to do something more than seek; he also came to save. So Luke ends with the great saving events of the gospel: the death, resurrection, and ascension of the Son of Man. Jesus came to seek and to save the lost. Roughly speaking, in chapters 1 to 3 he comes; in chapters 4 to 21 he seeks; and in chapters 22 to 24 he saves. 


   This is a good start in understanding Luke’s structure, but we can be more specific. Most scholars agree that the book has at least four major sections. The first section runs from the beginning through 4:13, at which point Jesus begins his public ministry. The opening chapters are about Christ’s coming and about his preparation for ministry. A good title for them is “The Coming of the Son of Man.” 


   The next section runs from Luke 4:14 to Luke 9:50. What separates this material from what comes before and after is a change of venue. In the opening chapters the Son of Man comes to the nation of Israel, but in chapter 4 he goes to Galilee in the north: “And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee” (Luke 4:14). There he remains for the next six chapters, doing some teaching, performing many miracles, and clarifying his divine identity. We may call this part of Luke “The Ministry of the Son of Man.” 


   There is a significant turning point near the end of chapter 9, where Jesus moves on from Galilee. This is part of the orderliness of Luke’s account. The order is not simply logical and chronological, but also geographical. Luke says of Jesus, “When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51). From this point on, there could be no turning back. Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem—the most important journey in the history of the world. Jesus was going up to the city, up to the temple, up to the cross to die. His journey runs from Luke 9:51 to Luke 19:27, where he enters Jerusalem in temporary triumph. And as he makes his way to Jerusalem, we get hints of what will happen when he gets there. As he trains his disciples, the Son of Man begins to tell them what he must suffer for the salvation of sinners (Luke 9:21–22, 43–45; 18:31–34). He also starts to face opposition from people who reject his claim to be the Christ. Hence these chapters are about “The Disciples of the Son of Man,” or perhaps “The Rejection of the Son of Man.” 


   Finally the book ends with “The Salvation of the Son of Man”—not his own salvation, but the salvation he brings to all who trust in him. The section of Luke that runs from 19:28 to the end tells what Jesus did to save us. These are the climactic events of the Gospel: the Savior’s death on the cross, resurrection from the grave, and ascension into heaven. 


   

   

 

THE ASSURANCE OF FAITH 

   Why did Luke organize his Gospel this way? As we study what Luke has written, we always want to keep his purpose in mind. Why was he so concerned about historical accuracy? Why did he do such painstaking research? Why did he arrange his Gospel so systematically? Luke tells us why at the end of his dedication: “that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:4). 


   When Luke says “you,” he is speaking most directly to his friend Theophilus. There has been a good deal of scholarly discussion as to whether or not this man was a real person. He probably was. To be sure, a name that means “beloved of God” might well refer generally to the church of Jesus Christ. Yet the name Theophilus was common enough in those days. Furthermore, the fact that Luke refers to him as “most excellent” Theophilus suggests that he may have been a ranking official in the Roman Empire. In the book of Acts the same title is used for the Roman governor Felix (Acts 23:26). So in all likelihood, Theophilus was a real but to us otherwise unknown nobleman. Alternatively, it has been proposed that the man to whom Luke wrote may have been the high priest of Israel.10


   When Luke says “you,” however, he is also speaking to us. Because Theophilus means “lover of God,” or “beloved of God,” it is the kind of name that Luke might have used to describe anyone who wants to have a relationship with God. Who is Theophilus? You are Theophilus, if you love God and are loved by him; therefore, Luke’s Gospel is for you. 


   The other main question about Theophilus concerns whether or not he was a Christian. At the very least, he knew something about Christianity. In verse 4 Luke reminds Theophilus about what he had been taught. One way or another, the man had heard the basic gospel message. He had been instructed in the faith. Maybe he was a Christian, maybe not. Perhaps he was a new believer. What we know is that he did not yet have the full assurance of his faith, which is why Luke wrote him this Gospel. 


   Perhaps the most important word in Luke’s dedication to Theophilus comes at the very end of verse 4. It is the Greek word asphaleian, meaning “certain,” or even “infallible.” The word indicates “the absolute certainty, the truthfulness of the report concerning the history of Jesus.”11 Luke puts this word at the end of his dedication for emphasis. This was his whole reason for writing! Theophilus knew about Jesus, but needed to know him for sure. 


   This is what we need as well: a sure and certain knowledge of Jesus Christ and the salvation that comes through faith in him. We need to know what Jesus accomplished. We need to know the perfection of his virgin birth, the obedience of his sinless life, the wisdom of his profound teaching, and the power of his divine miracles. We need to know these things because they prove that he is the Son of God. And we need to know what Jesus did to save us from the wrath of God. We need to know that he suffered and died on the cross for our sins. We need to know that he was raised from the dead to give eternal life to all who trust in him. And we need to know that he has ascended to heaven, where he rules over all things for the glory of God.


   We need to know these things because sometimes we have our doubts. We are like the man who said to Jesus, “I believe; help my unbelief ” (Mark 9:24), or like the disciples who said, “Increase our faith!” (Luke 17:5). This is part of our struggle as fallen creatures living in a fallen world. Assurance doesn’t always come right away, any more than it came right away for the apostles. We believe the gospel, but sometimes we are tempted not to, and thus we long to have greater assurance of our faith. The Westminster Confession of Faith wisely admits that “faith is different in degrees, weak or strong,” and that it “may be often and many ways assailed, and weakened” (14.3). If we are sometimes tempted to have our doubts, this does not mean that we are not Christians. It simply means that we are sinners who are struggling to live by faith. But God calls us to grow in our faith, seeking what the Confession calls “the attainment of a full assurance, through Christ” (14.3). As the Scripture says, we need to make our “calling and election sure” (2 Peter 1:10). 


   So how do we know for sure? Luke gives us the answer at the beginning of his Gospel. We do not become certain by looking at our own outstanding spiritual performance. If the assurance of our faith rested on our own ability to follow God, we could never be sure. We would always have our doubts about our obedience, or even about our faith, wondering if we were trusting God as well as we should. Nor does assurance come by going back to the moment when we first trusted in Jesus, as if our conversion experience could save us. Assurance does not come by looking within or by having some special experience. The only way we become sure of our salvation is by looking to Jesus. 


   This is why Luke wrote “the Gospel of knowing for sure.” He researched things carefully and wrote them down logically and accurately, giving us the real history of Jesus. He knew that like faith itself, the assurance of faith comes by hearing the gospel. So like a good doctor, he wrote a book that would heal the doubting soul. 


   Luke’s Gospel is for anyone who needs to know Jesus. It is for people who have never met Jesus before, and for people who need to meet him again, as if for the very first time. It is for people who aren’t quite sure about Jesus, for people who are just starting to trust in him, and for people who have known him a long time, but still need to become more secure in their faith. It is for anyone who wants to know for sure. 


   Do you know Jesus? Do you know him for sure? Are you so certain in your faith that you are able to live for Jesus, and even to die for him? If you want to be sure, study the Gospel of Luke and offer the prayer of the English Reformers: “Almighty God, who called Luke the Physician, whose praise is in the Gospel, to be an Evangelist, and Physician of the soul: May it please thee that, by the wholesome medicines of the doctrine delivered by him, all the diseases of our souls may be healed through the merits of thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord.”12
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 GETTING READY FOR JESUS

	
   Luke 1:5–25


   But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John. . . . And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared.” (Luke 1:13, 16–17)


   One of the strange things about the New Testament Gospels is the amount of attention they give to John the Baptist. The story of Jesus does not begin with Jesus, but with John. This is especially true in Luke, which opens with a lengthy account of the background to John’s birth. What was so important about John the Baptist? 


   The Gospel writers had good reason to start with the story of John. After all, the man had a memorable ministry. He was a strange prophet who did strange things. More importantly, as the early Christians looked back at what God had done through Jesus Christ, they realized that it had all started with John the Baptist. He was the forerunner, the herald sent ahead to announce the coming of the Christ. In the ancient prophecies, God had promised that before the Messiah came, his messenger would prepare the way. John the Baptist was the man who got people ready for Jesus. 


   Something similar happens whenever any great person makes a public appearance; there is always someone to announce his arrival. When a star athlete takes the field, an announcer introduces him in the starting lineup. When the president makes a speech, someone says, “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States.” When a celebrity receives an award, another celebrity makes the presentation—the greater the honor, the more famous the presenter. 


   Jesus was introduced by none other than John the Baptist, whom Jesus himself regarded as the greatest man who had ever lived (Luke 7:28). Who better to introduce Jesus than the messenger of the Messiah? So Luke, who wanted to begin at the beginning, started with John the Baptist. 


   

   

 

BUT THEY HAD NO CHILD

   The announcement of John’s birth comes in three dramatic scenes. In the first scene we meet a couple without a child: “In the days of Herod, king of Judea, there was a priest named Zechariah, of the division of Abijah. And he had a wife from the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. And they were both righteous before God, walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes of the Lord. But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years” (Luke 1:5–7). 


   As a good historian, Luke carefully sets his account in its political context. These events took place near the end of the reign of Herod the Great (37 to 4 b.C.)—a time of oppression for the people of God. During those troubled times, an elderly couple was living out in the hill country near Jerusalem. Their names were Zechariah and Elizabeth. Both of them came from the priestly line of Aaron—a double blessing. Both were active in ministry. We might think of them as an old country pastor and his wife, nearing the age of retirement. And both of them were distinguished by their godliness. Not that they were sinless, of course, but they had a right relationship with God. They lived in outward conformity with the law, and God regarded them as righteous. 


   There was only one cloud that cast a dark shadow on their happiness. Luke tersely describes their difficulty: “But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and both were advanced in years” (Luke 1:7). We can well imagine the lifetime of heartache behind those words. This was the great disappointment of Elizabeth’s life. She had always longed to hold a child in her arms—her child—but now that was impossible. She had been through menopause; her womb was old and barren. 


   Any woman who has ever wanted a child knows what Elizabeth must have endured: the prying questions, the insensitive remarks, the sharp pang of desire for someone else’s baby, and the nagging doubts about the goodness of God. But for Elizabeth there was something even worse—the suggestion that somehow this was all her fault. Kent Hughes comments: “In any culture infertility is an aching disappointment, and for some an almost unbearable stress. But the burden cannot be compared to that borne by childless women in ancient Hebrew culture because barrenness was considered a disgrace, even a punishment.”1 Elizabeth’s plight reminds us of similar stories from the Old Testament. Hagar had contempt for Sarai because she could not bear Abraham a son (Gen. 16:4). And when Leah could not conceive, she called it an “affliction” (Gen. 29:32). This is the way people thought in those days. In Luke 1:25 Elizabeth refers to the stigma that she had to endure from people who assumed that God was against her. It was hard enough not having a child, but people also looked on her with reproach, thinking that she was ungodly. 


   This was bad manners, but even worse theology. Elizabeth was not ungodly; she was righteous before God. Therefore, whatever heartache she suffered was not some kind of punishment for her sin. Our sins are not always the cause of our suffering. Sometimes they are, but not always. True, many sins have destructive consequences that make us rue the day we ever decided to disobey God. This is one of the ways that God trains us to pursue righteousness. But many of the things we suffer have nothing to do with our own sin. Sometimes Christians suffer for exactly the opposite reason—for the sake of righteousness. Sometimes we suffer from the sins of others. And sometimes God allows us to suffer because he wants to be glorified through our suffering. Most of the time we do not know what his reasons are, and therefore we should be very careful not to reach the wrong conclusions about why something bad is happening to us, or to someone else. 


   In this case, Elizabeth was barren for the glory of God. God was not punishing her, but planning a miracle that would get his people ready for salvation (and also bring Elizabeth great joy). God had something special in mind, and the best way to show that John was a special child was to bring him from a barren womb. So Elizabeth was suffering because of the way that God wanted to be glorified through her life. 


   Part of the Christian perspective on suffering is that even in suffering, there is a way for us to glorify God. There are wonderful examples of this among the barren women of the Bible, such as Hannah (see 1 Sam. 1:1–2:11), or the wife of Manoah (see Judg. 13). Suffering heightened the spiritual sensitivity of these women and brought them into a closer relationship with God. This is not always what happens, however. Sometimes we get bitter when we don’t get what we want, and this is as much a temptation for people who are childless as it is for anyone else. But by his grace the Holy Spirit can enable us to suffer in a trusting way that demonstrates our faith in God’s sovereignty. 


   The question to ask about suffering is not “What have I done to deserve this?” but “How can I glorify God through this?” Elizabeth is the perfect example. She did not wait for a child before her life could begin. She was busy serving the Lord, walking blamelessly in his commandments. For her, what some people considered a tragedy was an opportunity. No matter what suffering we must endure—and everyone suffers—there is still a way for us to live for the glory of God. 


   

   

 

THERE APPEARED TO HIM AN ANGEL 

   What happened next was totally unexpected and utterly amazing. The man without a child met an angel with a gospel: “Now while he was serving as priest before God when his division was on duty, according to the custom of the priesthood, he was chosen by lot to enter the temple of the Lord and burn incense. And the whole multitude of the people were praying outside at the hour of incense. And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar of incense” (Luke 1:8–9). 


   Even without the angel, Zechariah’s ministry at the temple would have been a once-in-a-lifetime experience. In Zechariah’s day, Israel’s priests were divided into twenty-four divisions, with each division serving at the temple on a rotating basis for two weeks a year (plus the national festivals, such as Passover). So Zechariah was at the temple, serving with the other priests in his division. Then he received a further honor. Every day two priests were chosen to enter the Holy Place and offer incense on Israel’s sweet altar of prayer—one in the morning and one in the afternoon. Since there were so many priests, the choice was made by lot. This time, in the providence of God, the lot was cast for Zechariah. It was the greatest moment of his priestly career—“the apex of his personal history”2—because once a priest was chosen, he was ineligible to serve again. 


   Perhaps we can picture the scene. With the anticipation of awe, Zechariah prepared to offer incense on God’s altar. He put on the priestly robes symbolizing purity. He walked through the temple courts, passing through the crowds that had gathered to pray. Then he went up to the Holy Place where God was. As he entered, he saw the sacred furniture that the Israelites had made according to the instructions God gave to Moses on the mountain. On his left was the golden lampstand of life, flickering in the darkness. On his right was the table of bread. In front of him was the golden altar of incense, up against the curtain that guarded the entrance to the Holy of Holies. 


   Zechariah was standing in the presence of almighty God, burning the incense that wafted up to heaven with his prayers. His heart was pounding in his chest, and then suddenly it almost stopped! He was not alone, but in the presence of a heavenly being: “And there appeared to him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the altar of incense. And Zechariah was troubled when he saw him, and fear fell upon him” (Luke 1:11–12). The angel scared the priest half to death. This is what happens when people see angels—the glorious, supernatural creatures that God created to worship and work for him. Because angels live in the presence of God, they reflect his glory, which is more than fallen sinners can bear. So on those rare occasions when people see them, they are always terrified. 


   This particular angel was Gabriel, the messenger of salvation that God also sent to Mary, and before her, to Daniel (see Dan. 8:15–16; 9:20–21). The first thing Gabriel did was to speak words of reassurance. Then he told the petrified priest that his prayers were answered: “But the angel said to him, ‘Do not be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call his name John’ ” (Luke 1:13). 


   It is hard to be certain exactly what Zechariah had been praying. The implication is that he was praying for a son. Doubtless this was something that he and Elizabeth had prayed for many times during the course of their marriage, but by now they had probably given up. Zechariah and Elizabeth had prayed, but God had not answered, and now it was too late. They weren’t just “getting up there,” they were old! Yet perhaps Zechariah had decided to pray for a son one last time. After all, this was his golden opportunity, his once-in-a-lifetime shot to pray at the altar of incense. 


   We can imagine what might have passed between Zechariah and Elizabeth beforehand. “Don’t forget to pray,” she might have said, not daring to finish her request, for fear that it would sound too foolish. “Yes, dear,” her husband would have answered, smiling sadly and kissing her on the forehead. “I’ll remember.” Maybe this is what happened, maybe not. But however it came about, Zechariah was standing in the Holy Place when the angel said to him: “your prayer has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son” (Luke 1:13). The fact that Elizabeth is mentioned by name suggests that Zechariah had been praying for her. Possibly the angel was referring to prayers that Zechariah had offered long ago. When God decides to answer our prayers is his business. But the important thing is that Zechariah’s prayers were answered. Elizabeth would bear a son, and they would call his name John, which means—appropriately enough—“God has been gracious.” By the grace of God, new life would come from a barren womb. 


   

   

 

MANY WILL REJOICE AT HIS BIRTH 

   There is another way to interpret Zechariah’s prayer, however. It was not wrong for him to make a personal request, interceding for his wife; however, this was not his primary purpose. He was in the Holy Place to pray for the people of God. They were outside in the courtyard, silently watching to see the incense rise from the temple, and then falling down to worship God. Zechariah was inside the Holy Place, interceding for them as their priest. 


   Of all the things that Zechariah prayed, his main petition was for the salvation of Israel. His people, who in those days were under Roman oppression, were waiting for the ancient promises to be fulfilled and for God to come and save them. As their priest, Zechariah was called to present their request before God. He was praying for their salvation, and this prayer, too, would be answered, for as the angel went on to say: 


    	And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth, for he will 	be great before the Lord. And he must not drink wine or strong drink, and he will 	be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb. And he will turn many 	of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go before him in the 	spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and 	the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared. 	(Luke 1:14–17) 


   


   With these words, Gabriel began to explain the significance of John the Baptist. This was no ordinary child. The angel said that his birth would bring great joy, not only to his parents, but also to many others. Joy is a significant theme in Luke, and this is the first hint of the rejoicing that his Gospel brings. The angel also said that the child would be “great before the Lord” (Luke 1:15). And he was great. The fact that he was born of a barren woman testifies to his greatness, because in the Bible this is always a portent of some momentous event in the history of salvation. 


   Then the angel told Zechariah that his son would be set apart. As a sign of his holiness, he was not to have any strong drink. This was part of the Old Testament vow taken by the Nazirites (Num. 6:1–4). Under ordinary circumstances, moderate drinking was permissible, but John was set apart for the holy service of God. He was an unusual person, called to an unusual ministry. To make sure that people knew that what he said came from God, rather than under the influence of alcohol, he was not permitted to drink. Instead, he was “filled with the Holy Spirit” (Luke 1:15). Other prophets had been anointed by the Spirit, but John was the first to be filled with the Spirit from his mother’s womb. 


   What Gabriel had said to this point went well beyond what any parent could hope. Under the circumstances, it was amazing enough for Zechariah and Elizabeth to have a son at all, let alone a son who was called to greatness. But then the angel said something even more astonishing: “And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will go before him in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready for the Lord a people prepared” (Luke 1:16–17). 


   Zechariah’s eyes were already wide with amazement, but when he heard this, his jaw may well have dropped all the way to the floor. To understand why, we have to go back to Malachi, which is the last book in the Old Testament, written some four hundred years earlier. The prophet Malachi looked forward to the coming of Christ. He prophesied that one day God would send the greatest prophet of all, whom he called “the messenger of the covenant” (Mal. 3:1). But first God would send a forerunner—a second Elijah to prepare the way. According to Malachi, God said, “Behold, I send my messenger and he will prepare the way before me. And the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple; and the messenger of the covenant in whom you delight, behold, he is coming” (Mal. 3:1). He also said, “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the Lord comes. And he will turn the hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children to their fathers” (Mal. 4:5–6). 


   These were the ancient promises, as Zechariah undoubtedly knew. So when Gabriel appeared and started talking about the spirit and power of Elijah, about turning the hearts of fathers to their children, and about getting people ready for God, he was announcing the ultimate salvation. These promises were for the ministry of Zechariah’s son, but they went beyond John the Baptist to proclaim the coming of the Christ. Gabriel’s prophecy clearly indicated that Zechariah would be the father of the forerunner. And if his son was the forerunner, the fulfillment was on its way. 


   This is confirmed by the word that Gabriel uses a few verses later, when he says, “I was sent to speak to you and to bring you this good news” (Luke 1:19). Here, for the first time, Luke uses the word that became the title for his book (cf. Luke 2:10 and 3:18). “Good news” is another word for “gospel,” and what the angel proclaimed to Zechariah was nothing less. Because John would prepare the way for Jesus, the announcement of his birth was good news—not just for Zechariah and Elizabeth, but also for the nation of Israel and the entire world. Jesus was coming to save! 


   

   

 

HE WAS UNABLE TO SPEAK 

   The thing to do when Jesus is coming is to get ready. This is why the Gospel of Luke starts with John the Baptist. His calling was to get people ready for Jesus. He told them to repent and return to God. He restored relationships, turning the hearts of fathers back to their children. Getting ready for Jesus takes a change of heart, in which our lives are turned around for God. There is a vertical dimension to this: first we have to get right with God. But there is also a horizontal dimension as we learn to love one another. This was the message that John preached—a message of repentance that prepared people for Jesus. 


   Even John’s birth announcement was part of the preparation, except that Zechariah wasn’t ready. He knew that Gabriel was for real, but he still had his doubts: “And Zechariah said to the angel, ‘How shall I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in years’” (Luke 1:18). The man without a child did not believe the angel with the gospel, and because of his unbelief, he became a man without a voice: “And the angel answered him, ‘I am Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God, and I was sent to speak to you and to bring you this good news. And behold, you will be silent and unable to speak until the day that these things take place, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time’” (Luke 1:19–20). 


   The objection Zechariah raised is the objection that people always raise: he did not believe in the supernatural power of God. He was looking at things from the merely human point of view. He had his biology right, but not his theology. According to John Chrysostom, the famous preacher from Constantinople, “Zechariah looked at his age, his gray hair, his body that had lost its strength. He looked at his wife’s sterility, and he refused to accept on faith what the angel revealed would come to pass.”3 This is where people always struggle. They believe that the Bible was written by men, but they doubt that it was written by God. They believe that Jesus was a man, but they doubt that he was also God. They believe that Jesus died, but they doubt that he rose again. It takes faith to accept God’s Word, to receive God’s Son, and to enter God’s salvation—faith in an all-powerful God. 


   Zechariah couldn’t believe it. What is so ironic, of course, is that he had prayed for the very thing he ended up doubting that God could do! There he was, worshiping God in the Holy Place, praying for a son and a Savior. So when the angel told him that his prayers were answered, he had every reason to believe. The good news was delivered by Gabriel. It came from God’s mouth to Zechariah’s ear, by way of an angel. It fulfilled the ancient promise of salvation. But instead of believing, Zechariah asked for some kind of confirmation. Apparently, he didn’t really expect God to answer his prayers. Sometimes even a good man has trouble believing in the power of prayer or the truth of God’s Word. 


   Zechariah just wanted to be sure, which is exactly why his story is in the Bible. When Luke wrote his Gospel, he could have left this part out of the story. He could have ended at verse 17, with the words of the promise, and then skipped down to verses 24 and 25, where Elizabeth rejoices in God’s grace. Instead, Luke tells us how God dealt with Zechariah for doubting his sovereign power. Why did Luke include this episode? Because he was writing the Gospel of knowing for sure, and this story strengthens our faith. As we read the Gospel, it is obvious to us that Zechariah should stop raising questions and start believing the angel’s promise. The reason this is obvious is that as soon as we hear the promise, we know that it is true. We believe the good news, which is exactly why Luke wrote this Gospel. He tells us how Zechariah responded to the gospel so that unlike him, we will respond in faith. 


   Eventually God made a believer out of Zechariah, but not before chastising him for his unbelief: “And the people were waiting for Zechariah, and they were wondering at his delay in the temple. And when he came out, he was unable to speak to them, and they realized that he had seen a vision in the temple. And he kept making signs to them and remained mute” (Luke 1:21–22). This is one of the more humorous moments in the Bible. The people in the courtyard were starting to get worried. Usually the priest did not stay in the Holy Place for very long. He burned some incense, offered some prayers, and then came back out. But this time there was a problem, and by the time Zechariah left the temple, perhaps staggering, people really were starting to wonder. What was taking so long? 


   Unfortunately, Zechariah could not tell them what had happened. He couldn’t say a word. He was speechless because God had struck him dumb. He couldn’t even pronounce the priestly blessing that the people were waiting to receive. Poor Zechariah! He had just heard the greatest news that anyone had heard in about four centuries, but he wasn’t able to tell anyone about it. All he could do was make hand signals. But just imagine trying to play charades with Gabriel’s prophecy! 


   God was teaching Zechariah to trust his word. The priest’s temporary disability was a sign against his unbelief. God said, “You want a sign, Zechariah? I’ll give you a sign. You ought to just take me at my word, but if you won’t believe my gospel, I won’t let you share it!” David Gooding comments: 


    	But a priest who cannot believe the authoritative word of an angel of God, because 	he cannot accept the possibility of divine intervention to reverse the decay of nature, 	has lost faith in the basic principle of redemption. Without redemption, he has no 	gospel. Without a gospel, any blessing he pronounced upon the people would be the 	emptiest of professional formalities. If Zechariah could not believe the angel’s 	gospel, it were better that he did not pretend to bless the people. Fittingly the 	angel struck him dumb.4


   


   When we get to the end of this chapter, we shall see what effect this disability had on Zechariah. Martin Luther described the gospel as “glad tidings, good news, welcome information, a shout, or something that makes one sing and talk and rejoice.”5 That is exactly what the gospel does, except that Zechariah couldn’t do it! He couldn’t even talk, let alone shout and sing. Imagine how desperate he was to tell people the good news about John and ultimately about Jesus. By the time God loosened his lips he could hardly contain himself. 


   Can you feel his frustration? Aren’t you dying for Zechariah to tell somebody the good news? This is how the story works. Luke has written about Zechariah’s unbelief so that we would be more certain of our faith, and more urgent to tell people about it. As we read about Zechariah, we believe the gospel that he was given and we want others to believe it, too. We want to share the good news that Zechariah was unable to announce. The telling of the gospel brings us to faith and sends us out to witness. 


   

   

 

TAKING GOD AT HIS WORD 

   When God announces good news, it always comes true. The angel said that all the promises would be fulfilled at the right time, and they were. Zechariah finished his work, “and when his time of service was ended, he went to his home. After these days his wife Elizabeth conceived, and for five months she kept herself hidden, saying, ‘Thus the Lord has done for me in the days when he looked on me, to take away my reproach among people’” (Luke 1:23–25). 


   It is typical for Luke to notice what the gospel meant for hurting people. Here he shows us what the good news meant for Elizabeth. The gospel was for the nations, but it was also for people like her—a woman upon whom God had looked with grace. And Elizabeth responded to God in faith. When she realized that she was pregnant, she stayed at home to rest, to worship, and to wait for God’s promise to come true. Her prayers were answered. Her reproach had ended. And unlike her husband, she was able to lift her voice and praise God for what he had done. She believed what God said. 


   This is what God always wants from us: faith. He wants us to take him at his word. So whatever God says, believe it! He has said that Jesus died and rose again, so believe in the crucifixion and the resurrection. He has said that he will forgive anyone who comes to him trusting in Jesus; so if you are a sinner, believe in Jesus and know that your sins are forgiven. God has said that he will never leave you or forsake you; so whatever troubles you are facing, believe that God will help you to the very end. He has also said that Jesus is coming again to judge the world. If this is what God has said, then we need to get ready by turning away from sin and trusting in Jesus. 
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 THE ANNUNCIATION

   Luke 1:26–38
   


   And the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end.” (Luke 1:30–33) 


   
   John came first. He was the forerunner—the messenger sent ahead to announce the coming of the King. Then came Jesus—his Majesty, the King—to seek and to save the lost. In the opening chapters of Luke their stories are laid out side by side for comparison and contrast. John and Jesus: two cousins, two pregnancies, two hymns of praise, and two deliveries at the beginning of two great lives.


   The similarities between the two stories are striking. Both John and Jesus were born to godly women who apart from divine intervention were unable to bear children. Writing in the fourth century, Maximus of Turin described how “Mary, conscious of her virginity, marvels at the fruit hidden in her belly, while Elizabeth, conscious of her old age, blushes that her womb is heavy with the one she has conceived.”1 The births of both cousins were announced by the same awesome angel, who told people not to be afraid, proclaimed the birth of a son, gave each child his name, and explained his mission in life. The people who heard these announcements—Zechariah the priest and Mary the virgin—questioned the angel and were given a confirming sign. 


   Yet for all their similarities, what Luke mainly wants us to see are the differences. Like a white paint chip next to an off-white paint chip, the comparison is made to show the contrast. So who is greater: John or Jesus? John’s mother was barren; the mother of Jesus had never been with a man at all. John would be a prophet crying in the wilderness; Jesus would reign on David’s everlasting throne. John would be “great before the Lord” (Luke 1:15). Jesus would be “great” without qualification (Luke 1:32), the Son of the Most High God. John would be filled with the Holy Spirit, but Jesus would be conceived by the Holy Spirit. John would prepare for God’s coming, but when Jesus came, God was there, in the flesh. Who is greater: John or Jesus? Luke argues from the lesser to the greater to give more glory to Jesus. Jesus was like John, but superior in every respect—infinitely superior. 


   

   

 

GABRIEL’S GREETING 

   The birth of Jesus, like the birth of John, was announced by the angel Gabriel, who began with a greeting: “In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God to a city of Galilee named Nazareth, to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. And the virgin’s name was Mary. And he came to her and said, ‘Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!’” (Luke 1:26–28). 


   It is doubtful whether Gabriel could have found a more unlikely person to greet anywhere in Israel. Mary was among the lowly. She was young—possibly as young as twelve or thirteen years old, in that awkward stage between childhood and womanhood.2 Like many people in Israel, she was a poor, uneducated peasant living in a small country town far from the center of power. As people said in those days, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). Mary was also a female in a culture that discounted women. From a merely human perspective, she was insignificant. Kent Hughes calls her “a nobody in a nothing town in the middle of nowhere.”3


   Yet Mary was given the greatest honor that any woman has ever been given. She was chosen to be the mother of Jesus, and her lowly estate was part of God’s plan. By choosing Mary, God was beginning to show what humiliation his Son would have to endure for the salvation of sinners. Martin Luther observed that God might well “have gone to Jerusalem and picked out Caiaphas’s daughter, who was fair, rich, clad in gold embroidered raiment and attended by a retinue of maids in waiting. But God preferred a lowly maid from a mean town.”4 God preferred this because the plan of salvation required Jesus to humble himself, and only then to be exalted. To rescue us from our sins and lift us to glory, Jesus first had to enter into the misery of our lost and fallen condition. What better way to show what he had come to do than for him to be born to a woman like Mary from a town like Nazareth? 


   God’s grace is for the lowly. God certainly showed grace to Mary. This is the meaning of the angel’s salutation: “Greetings, O favored one, the Lord is with you!” (Luke 1:28). With these words, Gabriel pronounced God’s benediction on Mary. God was with her to bless her, not because of her own merit, but because of his grace. The word the angel used for “favor” (kecharitōmenē) comes from the Greek word for “grace” (charis). It means to be treated with undeserved kindness. Martin Luther paraphrased Gabriel’s greeting like this: “O Mary, you are blessed. You have a gracious God. No woman has ever lived on earth to whom God has shown such grace.”5


   The angel’s greeting has often been misunderstood. Gabriel was not worshiping Mary; nor did he say that she was “full of grace.” These ideas come from a prayer commonly used by Roman Catholics: “Hail Mary, full of grace; the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus, Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of death.” This is not a biblical prayer, although it has some biblical language in it. The problem is that it treats Mary as the source of grace rather than as an object of grace. People pray to Mary because they think she has grace to give. But the phrase “full of grace” is based on a Latin translation (the Vulgate) that is really a mistranslation. Even Roman Catholic Bible scholars admit this, although most still think that Christians should pray to Mary.6 What the Bible actually says is that Mary was the recipient of God’s grace, not a repository of grace. The word that the English Standard Version rightly translates as “favored one” is a passive participle. In other words, it refers to the grace that Mary was given by God, and not to any grace that she can give to others. 


   It is important to know what to believe about Mary because so many people go wrong at this point. The Bible never says that Mary was without sin, that she remained a virgin, or that she is able to give grace to sinners. We can only imagine how much it would grieve her to know that some people worship her! What the Bible does say—beyond the fact that she was the mother of Jesus—is that she was saved by grace. The way Mary helps us is not by giving us grace, but by showing that God can give us the same kind of grace that he gave to her. Mary is the blessed virgin, who alone was called to give birth to the Son of God. Her experience is not our experience; nevertheless, her example is for us. Since she received grace from God, her example proves that God shows unmerited favor to lowly sinners. Even when we feel small and insignificant, overlooked by the world, we can know that God is for us. Gabriel’s greeting shows God’s grace for the lowly. 


   

   

 

THE ANGEL’S ANNOUNCEMENT 

   What the angel said was meant to be reassuring, yet Mary was still troubled. She wasn’t hysterical, as some teenagers might have been, but she was more than a little upset. As Luke tells it, “She was greatly troubled at the saying, and tried to discern what sort of greeting this might be” (Luke 1:29). Naturally Mary wanted to know what this meant. What was happening? Why was an angel talking to her? What had he come to say? 


   Gabriel did not leave Mary in suspense, but followed his greeting with an announcement. The announcement—which came in two parts because it was divided by Mary’s question in verse 34—began as follows: “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God. And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus. He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. And the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1:30–33). 


   With these words, the angel announced the greatest event in human history: the coming of the Son of God. First Gabriel told Mary not to be afraid, because she had found favor with God. “Favor” is a different form of the same word that the angel used in verse 28: charin, which is the Greek word for grace. God was showing unmerited favor to Mary; by his grace she would give birth to a son. 


   Then Gabriel proceeded to explain the significance of this child, telling about his person and work. Who was he? What would he do? The angel told Mary to call his name Jesus, which means “God saves,” or “the Lord is salvation.” This was the first hint that Jesus would be the Savior. He would bring salvation to sinners by dying on the cross in shame and then rising again in glory. Even from the announcement of his birth, his name testified to his saving work. Jesus is the salvation of God. 


   Next the angel said that Jesus would be “great.” When Gabriel appeared to Zechariah, he said that John the Baptist would be “great before the Lord” (Luke 1:15). But Jesus is the Lord, so when Gabriel said that he would “be great,” he did not limit his greatness in any way. Jesus is great. In the Old Testament, whenever this word is used without qualification, it almost always refers to God himself. God’s wisdom is great; his works are great; his power is great; his mercy is great (e.g., Ps. 92:5; 103:11). So great is God’s greatness that he alone deserves to be called “great.” By saying that Jesus would be great, therefore, Gabriel was testifying to the deity of Jesus Christ.7 No one is greater than he is. Jesus is great in wisdom, great in power, great in love, and great in the majesty of his divine being. His greatness is the greatness of God. 


   Already we see the strange juxtaposition of meekness and majesty that define the life and ministry of Jesus Christ. He was born in the humblest of circumstances. While on earth he suffered the humiliation of poverty, loneliness, homelessness, rejection, persecution, and torture. Jesus humbled himself to the very death. Yet he was still the divine Son of God, and God exalted him back to greatness by raising him from the dead. We usually get this backwards. We exalt ourselves, trying to make ourselves greater than we are, and then God has to humble us. Jesus did the exact opposite: he humbled himself and let God do the exalting. In fact, this was part of his greatness. Later, when the disciples wanted to know who was the greatest, Jesus said, “He who is least among you all is the one who is great” (Luke 9:48). God does not define greatness by status, but by service (see Luke 22:27). Jesus was the greatest because by his sacrifice on the cross he became the servant of all. 


   After testifying to his greatness, the angel said that Jesus would be called “the Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32). Gabriel used similar terminology a few moments later, calling Jesus “the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). “The Most High” was a favorite expression of King David, who used this title to praise the Lord (e.g., Ps. 7:17). Here Gabriel identifies Jesus as the Son of the Most High God. This phrase could be used for any child of God. There is a sense in which every believer is a son or daughter of the Most High. But this title belongs to Jesus in a unique way. Divine sonship is his eternal identity as the Second Person of the Trinity—God the eternal Son. There is one God in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. What Luke gradually reveals—in Jesus’ conception (Luke 1:35), at his baptism (Luke 3:22), at his transfiguration (Luke 9:35), and in his resurrection (Acts 13:33)—is that Jesus of Nazareth is God the Son. What joy it must have given Gabriel to announce this mystery for the very first time, declaring that Jesus is the Second Person of the Trinity, the divine Son of God. 


   Gabriel also said that Jesus would rule in majesty, sitting on the ancient throne of David. As Luke has already indicated (Luke 1:27), his earthly father Joseph came from the house of David, which meant that Jesus was David’s rightful heir. Long ago God had promised David that his son would have a kingdom that would never end: “I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son. . . . Your throne shall be established forever” (2 Sam. 7:13–14, 16). These ancient promises were fulfilled in Jesus Christ, who is the son of David and Israel’s eternal King. 


   This was the angel’s announcement: Mary would give birth to a son named Jesus, who would be the great Savior and the Son of God, the most powerful ruler in the history of the world. Do you trust the angel’s promise? It was written so that you would know for sure—so that you would believe in Jesus as your Savior, worship him as your great God, and serve him as your everlasting King. 


   

   

 

MARY’S QUESTION 

   Mary believed the angel’s prophecy, but she still had a question: “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” (Luke 1:34). 


   Mary obviously understood the angel to say that her child would be conceived before she got married. As everyone knows, she was engaged to Joseph. In those days a betrothal was formalized in a public ceremony and generally lasted for a year, during which the bride was sometimes referred to as the man’s wife.8 But the couple did not live together, and they did not have sexual relations, for in those days “an engagement was regarded as a definite promise of mutual fidelity and its violation was looked upon as adultery.”9


   Since she was a godly woman, Mary was saving herself for marriage. She was preserving her sexual purity as a prize, the way every woman should. But this raised an obvious question. How could she conceive and bear a son if she had never been with a man? Mary knew enough about the reproductive process to know that this was impossible. So she had to ask: “How will this be, since I am a virgin?” 


   Mary did not ask this question in unbelief. Here Luke is drawing a clear contrast between Zechariah’s doubt and Mary’s faith. When old Zechariah received the promise of a son, he asked, “How shall I know this?” (Luke 1:18). He wasn’t sure whether to believe the angel or not, so he wanted some kind of confirmation. Mary asked a completely different question: “How will this be?” (Luke 1:34). In other words, she wanted to know how it would happen. Unlike Zechariah, she believed that the angel’s promise would come true. But she was still curious to know how it would happen, and perhaps to know whether there was anything she needed to do. 


   It was a good, honest question, and Gabriel gave her the answer, as well as a sign to confirm the promise: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God. And behold, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son, and this is the sixth month with her who was called barren. For nothing will be impossible with God” (Luke 1:35–37). 


   As a good historian, Luke gives us the facts: Mary’s son would be conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit. Like a good physician, he also puts these facts into their medical context, telling us that Elizabeth was getting close to the end of her second trimester. The story of Jesus and his birth is not some bizarre myth. It is not, as some Bible scholars say, “a collection of largely uncertain, mutually contradictory, strongly legendary” accounts.10 This is factual history, and what the facts declare is one of the most stupendous miracles God has ever performed: the virgin birth of Jesus Christ. 


   Mary asked the same question that people still ask today: How can this be? How can a woman become pregnant without having sexual relations? The answer is very simple—if you believe in the power of God. The answer is that Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit. This is the miracle of the virgin birth that Christians have always confessed. We say it in the Apostles’ Creed: “he was conceived by the Holy Ghost, and born of the Virgin Mary.” We also say it in the Nicene Creed: God the Son “was incarnated by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary and was made man.” This is how Mary had a son. The child in her womb came from the Holy Spirit: “Her pregnancy is an act of divine grace, explicable not in terms of human insemination . . . but in terms of the creative power of the Holy Spirit.”11


   Gabriel told Mary that the Holy Spirit would “overshadow” her. This language echoes the Old Testament and reminds us that the Holy Spirit has been actively involved in everything that God has ever done. The Spirit was present at creation, when he overshadowed the waters of the earth (Gen. 1:2). The Spirit was there at the exodus, when he overshadowed the tabernacle in a cloud of glory (Ex. 40:34–35). Later the Spirit would overshadow Jesus, anointing him for his earthly ministry. It was by the Spirit that Jesus made atonement for our sins (Heb. 9:14), and by the Spirit that he was raised from the dead (Rom. 1:4). Then Jesus sent the Spirit to overshadow the church (Acts 1:8); it is by the power of his presence that we serve Christ today. The Holy Spirit has been overshadowing God’s people from the very beginning, working with the Father and the Son for our salvation. 


   But no work of the Spirit is more miraculous than the work he did in Mary’s womb, enabling the virgin to give birth to the Son of God. The virgin birth of Jesus Christ is one of the essential facts and great mysteries of the Christian religion. If we deny this, we deny the faith. According to Luke, Mary had a child before she had intercourse. Do we believe this, or not? If we say that Jesus was not born of a virgin, then either we believe that Mary was sexually immoral, or that Luke was a writer of fiction, or both. In any case, we defame the character of these godly people and contradict the plain teaching of Scripture. 


   Even worse, we deny the deity of Jesus Christ, because it is his conception by the Holy Spirit that makes him the holy Son of God. Jesus had to be born of a woman to be a man. But if he had been the physical offspring of Joseph, then he would have been nothing more than a man. His virgin birth, his divine conception by the Spirit—these things were necessary for his incarnation. Only the virgin birth preserves the humanity and the deity of Jesus Christ. His conception by the Spirit points to his deity. His birth from a woman points to his humanity. One person, two natures—a divine nature and a human nature. And because he was conceived by a unique creative act of the Holy Spirit, Jesus was not corrupted by the guilt of Adam. Fallen humanity could not produce its own Savior; he had to come from somewhere outside, by way of divine initiative and intervention. Therefore, God sent Jesus into the world as the perfect Son of God, born without sin. 


   In case she had any trouble believing, God gave Mary a sign. Unlike Zechariah, she had not asked for a sign, but God gave her one just the same. It was a sign that proved his sovereignty over the womb. Mary’s relative Elizabeth—barren old Elizabeth—was six months pregnant! The angel told Mary this to prove the power of God, which he declared in a memorable phrase: “Nothing will be impossible with God” (Luke 1:37; cf. Gen. 18:14). God was able to bring a child from a barren womb. If he was able to do this, then by the power of his Holy Spirit he could just as well make a virgin conceive and bear a son. And if God could perform the miracle of the virgin birth, then he is quite capable of handling the difficulties of our daily lives. Nothing is impossible with God. This is a verse to live by. As J. C. Ryle has said, “A hearty reception of this great principle is of immense importance to our own inward peace.”12


   Is there anything in your life that seems impossible? Perhaps it seems impossible for your great sin to be forgiven, especially after all the times you have tried not to do it again, but failed. Perhaps it seems impossible for your family to be restored after all the heartbreak and for joy to come again. Maybe it seems impossible for your physical and financial needs to be met, or for your work, your studies, or your ministry to succeed. It may seem impossible to endure the suffering that has come into your life, or for someone you love to come to Christ. But the Bible says, “Nothing will be impossible with God.” He is the God of the virgin birth! There is no sin he cannot forgive, no relationship he cannot reconcile, no problem he cannot resolve, no need he cannot meet, no ministry he cannot bless, no grief he cannot comfort, no life he cannot reclaim, no sinner he cannot save. The God of the virgin birth is the God who makes all things possible. 


   

   

 

MARY’S RESPONSE 

   Do you believe this? Mary believed it, and what a difference it made in her life. Her encounter with the angel ends with her great confession of faith: “Mary said, ‘Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.’ And the angel departed from her” (Luke 1:38). 


   The Bible says that “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Mary had that assurance. Unlike Zechariah, meeting an angel did not leave her speechless. On the contrary, she was able to confess her faith and accept God’s call. In the words of Maximus of Turin, “[Zechariah] lost his voice because he doubted. But [Mary], because she believed immediately, conceived the saving Word.”13 She was able to do this because she took God at his word. She said, “Let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). Mary did not raise any objections. She did not hold out for an easier calling. She did not ask God to explain what would happen later if she said yes. All she needed to know was what God wanted her to do. Once she knew, that was enough for her; she was ready to do it! 


   How rare it is to find someone who is willing to trust God for the impossible and then obey him without hesitation or qualification. Even some of the great heroes of the faith tried to wiggle out of doing what God said. Think of Moses, who asked God to send someone else to lead the exodus (Ex. 4:13). Or of Gideon, who said he couldn’t deliver Israel because he was the weakest man from the weakest tribe (Judg. 6:15). Or of Jeremiah, who said he was too young for the job (Jer. 1:6). But Mary was a woman of great faith. She understood that once we know what God wants us to do, any delay is a sign of unbelief. In the words of the English bishop Joseph Hall, “All disputations with God after His will is known, arise from infidelity. There is not a more noble proof of faith than . . . without all questionings to go blindfold whither He will lead us.”14


   Mary trusted God, even when it seemed impossible. In her own words, she was “the servant of the Lord” (Luke 1:38). The word “servant” could also be translated “slave.” Mary was identifying herself as God’s bondservant, his handmaiden. She wanted to offer God humble, trusting, submissive obedience. She was committed to doing whatever she was told to do. Her calling was to serve. 


   This was a great honor—the greatest honor that any woman has ever been given. To this day, Mary is blessed as the mother of Jesus. But her service also led to great suffering. To accept the virgin birth, Mary had to be willing to give up almost everything she knew and loved. She had to be willing to give up Joseph, the man she was engaged to marry. How could he consent to take her as his wife if she was pregnant with a child that was not his own? She had to be willing to give up her reputation. Imagine the village gossip in a town like Nazareth, where everyone would wonder who the father was. To be frank, there would always be some people who would call her son a bastard. Some might even say that she deserved to die, because the law demanded the death penalty whenever a woman who was engaged was convicted of adultery (Deut. 22:23–24). 


   There were other trials as well. There were all the physical pains that went with pregnancy and childbirth. There were also many hardships that Mary could not have predicted: the journey to Bethlehem, the exile in Egypt, the hatred of Herod. But the greatest suffering came when Jesus grew to be a man and began to fulfill his ministry. There was so much controversy surrounding Jesus that at one point the family tried to get him to go to another part of the country, or even to leave the ministry altogether (Mark 3:21). It was obvious that he was on a collision course with death. And at the very end Mary had to endure his arrest, his trial, his crucifixion, and his bloody burial. This is what it meant for Mary to submit to God’s will for her life. When she said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38), she was consenting to a lifetime of suffering for the glory of God. 


   All of this leads David Gooding to wonder how Mary did it. He marvels that “an ordinary human girl of flesh and blood believed [that God could perform the impossible miracle of the virgin birth], and went on believing it, and bore the incalculable honour and the immeasurable burden without losing faith and nerve and proper humility and sanity itself.”15 How did she do it? How was she able to offer such costly service? The answer is that Mary did it by faith. She trusted God for all of it—her relationship with Joseph, her reputation in town, her physical suffering, and the anguish of her soul. Mary believed in God and followed him with trusting obedience. 


   This is what it means to be a Christian. Indeed, we might even say that Mary was the first Christian, for a Christian is simply a person who believes in Jesus and says, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.” This means trusting God for our relationships—romantic and otherwise—not trying to make them go the way we want them to go, but letting God lead. It means trusting God in our daily work, allowing him to see to our success. It means trusting God for ministry, being content with whatever blessing he brings, or doesn’t bring, as long as we are faithful. It means trusting God for our families, asking him to carry our burden for the people we love. It means trusting God with our troubles—the impossible things we have to face. And it means trusting God when we suffer reproach, as Mary did. If we follow God, then people will be as opposed to us as they are to him, but by faith we will continue to follow him. 


   Are you willing to be God’s servant? Then surrender to his will and submit to his word. Give up control, putting things into his hands rather than bending them to your own purpose. Live for God no matter what other people think. And do this even if it means suffering for the cause of Christ. By the grace of God, through faith in Christ and by the work of his Holy Spirit, we are able to say what Mary said: “Have it your way, Lord, not mine—I am ready to do your will.” 
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MAGNIFICAT

   Luke 1:39–55
   


   And Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant. For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed.” (Luke 1:46–48) 


   The old woman was at home, waiting. She was waiting for God, waiting for the promise, and expecting her firstborn son. Who could believe it? An old woman like her—always childless—but now she was “starting to show.” The young woman was out on the road, heading up to the hill country. She too was pregnant, but no one else knew about it yet. Who would believe it? A young girl like her—still a virgin—but soon she would bear a son. 


   Two women touched by God: a senior citizen and a teenager. Old barren Elizabeth was six months pregnant, staying at home to rest while she waited for the birth of John. The young virgin Mary had only just conceived. Was it really true? Would she really give birth to the Son of God? To confirm the promise, the angel told her about Elizabeth. So Mary took the hint and went to see her old cousin—a dangerous journey through almost a hundred miles of rugged wasteland. 


   Theologians call their meeting “the visitation.” How precious it must have been for Mary and Elizabeth to embrace, share their good news, and discuss what God had done. What they shared was unique. They alone were chosen to bear the children of promise, and they were the first to know that God had come to redeem his people. 


   The visitation was not for Mary and Elizabeth alone, however, but also for their sons. John was the greatest prophet of the old covenant—the one called to announce the coming of the Christ. Jesus was the Christ, the Lord of the new covenant. So when Mary met Elizabeth, the covenants connected. Both sons were joined under one roof, and like the electrical contact between two power stations, the results were explosive. There was a spontaneous outburst of exultant joy, as the old covenant greeted the new. Poet Luci Shaw describes the encounter: 


    	Framed in light,
 	Mary sings through the doorway.
 	Elizabeth’s six month joy
 	jumps, a palpable greeting,
 	a hidden first encounter
 	between son and Son.1


   


   

   

 

ELIZABETH’S SONG 

   Luke was more a historian than a poet, so his account is more prosaic: 


    	In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a town in 	Judah, and she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. And when Elizabeth 	heard the greeting of Mary, the baby leaped in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled 	with the Holy Spirit, and she exclaimed with a loud cry, “Blessed are you among women, 	and blessed is the fruit of your womb! And why is this granted to me that the mother 	of my Lord should come to me? For behold, when the sound of your greeting came to 	my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy. And blessed is she who believed that 	there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the Lord.” (Luke 1:39–45) 	


   


   These verses show the joy that comes whenever anyone recognizes that Jesus is the Christ. The first to recognize him was John, whose calling it was to announce Christ’s coming. What is remarkable is that he began to fulfill this calling while he was still in utero. “Not yet born, already John prophesies,” wrote Maximus of Turin, “and while still in the enclosure of his mother’s womb, confesses the coming of Christ with movements of joy.”2 John the Baptist was the only child ever to use a womb for a pulpit. In the liquid darkness of his mother’s womb, the unborn child kicked for joy, leaping at the sound of Mary’s voice, and in this way preparing people for the coming of Christ. 


   Elizabeth had felt John move before. The child was active, and at six months it was only natural for her to feel him kicking, as babies do. But this was different. Elizabeth could sense that her child was leaping for joy. She knew that a fetus is a person with emotions. She may also have known the angel’s promise that John would “be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s womb” (Luke 1:15). By the inward witness of the Spirit, the child recognized the presence of Christ. Jesus was not yet viable—invisible in his mother’s womb. Yet John knew him to be the Son of God. Later, when Jesus began his public ministry, John would testify that his joy was complete (John 3:29). But his joy began while he was still in his mother’s womb. 


   The coming of Christ is a thing that makes a person leap for joy. This was true for John, and also for anyone who comes to faith in Christ. By the inward witness of the Holy Spirit we recognize that Jesus is the Son of God and our Savior from sin. When we recognize him, we rejoice in him, leaping for the joy of our salvation. 


   Elizabeth joined in the rejoicing. When John jumped, she shouted. And what was it that made the old woman shout? The coming of Christ. Like her son, Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit, and like him, she recognized that she was in the presence of the Messiah. She lifted her voice and said, “Why is this granted to me that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” (Luke 1:43). 


   Notice Elizabeth’s humility. For six months the big excitement in her life had been her own pregnancy. But rather than thinking of her own good news, she immediately praised God for what he had done for Mary. She was not jealous, but honored Mary as the mother of her Lord—the most blessed woman in the world. Like the angel Gabriel, she said that Mary was favored by God’s grace. 


   Elizabeth was not worshiping Mary, of course, but blessing her faith. Mary was a woman who took God at his word. So Elizabeth said, “Blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from the Lord” (Luke 1:45). We may wonder whether Zechariah overheard this. If so, it was a rebuke to his unbelief, for although Zechariah also had a word from the Lord, he did not quite believe that God would fulfill his promise. But when Mary heard it, she believed it, and thus Elizabeth commended her faith. What an encouragement this must have been for Mary—a confirmation that she was right to believe in God. And what an encouragement it is for us to join her in believing that everything God has said about Jesus is absolutely true. 


   The most important thing Elizabeth said was not about Mary, however, but about Jesus. She referred to the child in Mary’s womb as her Lord. What a remarkable thing for Elizabeth to say! She called the unborn child “my Lord” (Luke 1:43). This is a title from the psalms, where David referred to the Messiah as “my Lord” (Ps. 110:1). This was something that could have been revealed to Elizabeth only by the Holy Spirit. She had been resting quietly at home. How did she know that Mary was the mother of the Messiah? How did she know that she was even pregnant? Yet as soon as she heard her cousin’s voice, she identified Mary’s child as her Lord and God. By looking beyond his humanity to see his deity, Elizabeth was the first to confess her faith in Jesus as Lord. 


   This is how everyone should respond to Jesus Christ: by trusting in him as Savior and rejoicing in him as Lord. We have even better reason to believe in Jesus than John and Elizabeth had. They rejoiced over his conception, but we also rejoice for his crucifixion and resurrection. This is why Luke wrote his Gospel: so we would know for sure that Jesus died on the cross for our sins and was raised again to give us eternal life. Now everyone who believes in Jesus leaps for joy and calls him Lord. 


   

   

 

MARY’S SONG 

   Elizabeth and John were not the only ones who rejoiced in the coming of Christ. Mary also rejoiced by breaking into song. Her song is called Magnificat, a title taken from its first word in Latin: magnificat, or “magnifies.” Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (Luke 1:46–47). 


   Mary’s song is the first of four nativity hymns in Luke’s Gospel: Mary’s Magnificat, Zechariah’s Benedictus, the angels’ Gloria, and Simeon’s Nunc Dimittis. Graham Scroggie rightly identified these Christmas carols as “the last of the Hebrew Psalms, and the first of the Christian hymns.”3 They appear only in Luke, which makes the good doctor the church’s first hymnologist. Luke included these lyrics because he understood that the gospel is and must be a musical. What God has done in Christ demands to be praised. It is not enough simply to say what God has done to save us—what he has done also needs to be celebrated in song. R. Tannehill has observed that the Magnificat “is like an aria in opera; the action almost stops so that the situation may be savored more deeply.”4 This is exactly what the Magnificat does. It is written in the form of a poem; since poetry is a heightened form of expression, it forces us to slow down. And when we slow down, we are able to savor and celebrate the salvation we have in Christ. Mary’s poem is a psalm that leads us into praise. 


   Some scholars have objected that a teenager like Mary could not possibly have composed a poetical and theological masterpiece like the Magnificat. They say that someone more sophisticated—like Luke—must have put these words into her mouth. 


   This objection overlooks the doctrine of inspiration, which teaches that Mary’s words came from God the Holy Spirit. It is also flatly contradicted by the words of the song itself. Mary said, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (Luke 1:46–47). When she spoke of her “soul” and her “spirit,” Mary was referring to the very center of her being. This song came from her heart. Perhaps it was a spontaneous response to Elizabeth’s greeting, or perhaps she composed it on the way from Nazareth. But either way, it was her song. Mary worshiped God with all she was and everything she had, praising him with mind, soul, heart, and strength. 


   If we wonder how she was able to write such a famous poem, the answer is simple: Mary knew her Bible! Her song is similar to many songs from the Old Testament. It sounds like something from King David, or like something Hannah would have written. Hannah was another woman who was unexpectedly expecting. She said: 


    	My heart exults in the LORD;
　 	my strength is exalted in the LORD. . . .
 	The LORD makes poor and makes rich;
　 	he brings low and he exalts.
 	He raises up the poor from the dust;
　 	he lifts the needy from the ash heap
 	to make them sit with princes
　 	and inherit a seat of honor. (1 Sam. 2:1, 7–8)


   


   There are echoes from Hannah in Mary’s song, but not just from Hannah. The Magnificat either quotes from or alludes to verses from Genesis, Deuteronomy, 1 and 2 Samuel, Job, Psalms, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Micah, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah.5 Mary tried to put virtually the whole Bible into her song! 


   Mary was able to do this because the psalms and poems of the Bible were written on her heart. She had been raised on the Scriptures. She sang them at home and heard them at the synagogue. So when the plan of salvation intersected with her life, she was able to offer God the right kind of praise. Mary used the exalted language she had learned at her mother’s knee by reading and singing the Bible. According to one literary scholar, “The style and language are those which would be natural to the speaker, as drawn from the storehouse of faith and piety, the sacred writings of her people, familiar to all by constant recitation, and dear to pious souls by use in their own devotions. . . . So here the words as well as the thoughts are those of a high-souled Hebrew maiden of devout and meditative habit, whose mind has taken the tone of the Scriptures in which she has been nurtured.”6


   From this we learn that the best way to train our children to glorify God is by studying and singing God’s Word. When we know the Bible, it becomes the song of our hearts, and we are able to join Mary in saying, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (Luke 1:46–47). 


   

   

 

GOD LIFTS THE HUMBLE 

   Mary had good reason to magnify the Lord. She had been promised a son—not just any son, but the Son of God, conceived by the Spirit of the Most High God. Her Magnificat is a song of gospel joy. Yet in it Mary says nothing specific about her son. This is the reason for her praise, but she does not mention it explicitly. Why not? 


   The answer is that Mary had the godliness to look beyond her gift and praise the God who gave it. To magnify means to enlarge, and what Mary wanted to enlarge was her vision of God. Her goal was to show his greatness. She wanted to magnify God, not her own position as the mother of the Son of God. She knew that she was blessed because of who God was, not because of who she was. Therefore, she wanted God to be seen to be great, not herself. The way to show this was not by thinking only about what God was doing in her life, but by enlarging her vision to see the majesty of God. 


   In her song Mary praised God for many of his divine attributes. She worshiped his mighty power (Luke 1:49, 51)—the power that brought forth the virgin birth. She honored his pristine holiness (Luke 1:49)—the holiness of his sinless Son. She magnified his mercy for sinners (Luke 1:50). She praised his everlasting faithfulness in keeping his promises (Luke 1:54–55). This was real worship. Mary did not dwell on her own happy circumstances, but rejoiced in the being and character of God. 


   It is right for us to praise God for what he has done, as Mary did. But sometimes even our worship of God can be somewhat self-centered, as if the really important thing is what God has done for us. We need to look beyond this to see God as he is in himself, and to praise him for being God. Then, when we speak about what God has done for us—as we should—it will be more about him and less about us. 


   Mary did this, and as she magnified God, there were two great themes to her praise. Why did God deserve her worship? Because he lifts the humble and humbles the proud. The first half of Mary’s song is about God lifting the humble: 


    	My soul magnifies the Lord,
　 	and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,
 	for he has looked on the humble estate of his servant.
 　	For behold, from now on all generations will call me blessed;
 	for he who is mighty has done great things for me,
 　	and holy is his name.
 	And his mercy is for those who fear him
 　	from generation to generation. (Luke 1:46–50)


   


   The mighty God reaches down in mercy, lifting the humble to greatness. Mary herself was the perfect example. No one was lowlier than she was—a poor young peasant girl from Nazareth. She was nobody from nowhere, and she knew it. She was also a sinner, which is why she praised God as her Savior. This is one of Luke’s favorite titles for Jesus. Mary used it because she needed to be saved as much as anyone else. And by his grace, God saved her. He saw her lowly condition. He did great things for her, like putting a child in her virgin womb, and sending his Son to be her Savior. God reached down and saved her. This is why all generations call Mary blessed: she was blessed by the undeserved favor of a merciful God. 


   The way God worked in Mary’s life is the way he always works. Not that anyone else could have borne the Son of God, of course, but God always exalts the humble. He does great things for people who honor him. In every generation he shows mercy to those who fear him, which simply means to worship him with reverence and awe: “To ‘fear’ God means to cherish reverence and respect for Him—not to be afraid, but to honour Him lovingly by avoiding what is contrary to His will and by striving after what pleases Him.”7 God-fearing people like Mary will be lifted up, no matter how low their situation in life. 


   An American doctor traveled to mainland China to serve as a medical missionary. As he visited remote villages in mountainous regions, he was sometimes shocked by the appalling living conditions he saw. But he was also reminded of the elevation that comes through knowing Christ: 


    	As I felt disgusted by the dirt and poverty, or felt anger as I saw begging street 	children with injuries or wounds likely inflicted by their “owners” so that they 	could get more cash, I also recalled that it was into a poor and backward corner 	of the Roman Empire that our Savior came. His arrival announcement was given to 	the marginalized, and He was accused of spending His time with the “wrong people.” 	The greatness of His heart’s love is seen in all this—for our nicest dwellings are 	a dump compared to His heavenly dwelling. But He bypassed all that and visited the 	neediest.8


   


   Perhaps you are young and poor like Mary. Perhaps you are struggling with sickness or some other physical limitation. Perhaps you are in a low condition spiritually or emotionally. If this is your situation, do not complain that you deserve something better. Do not grasp after a higher position. Do not rage against your misfortune. But humble yourself to the providence of God and recognize your lowly position before him as a sinner. The Bible gives this promise: “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you” (James 4:10). 


   

   

 

GOD HUMBLES THE PROUD 

   The same God who lifts the humble also humbles the proud, and in the second half of her song Mary praises God for humbling the nations: 


    	He has shown strength with his arm;
　 	he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts;
 	he has brought down the mighty from their thrones
 　	and exalted those of humble estate;
 	he has filled the hungry with good things,
　 	and the rich he has sent empty away.
 	He has helped his servant Israel,
　 	in remembrance of his mercy,
 	as he spoke to our fathers,
 	　to Abraham and to his offspring forever. (Luke 1:51–55)


   


   Here the personal becomes national and international. Mary moves beyond what God has done for her to rejoice in what God will do for Israel and the world. What is strange about these verses is that they were spoken in the past tense. Why did Mary do this? She was praising God for the gift of her son, but at the time he was still only a child in the womb. No proud armies had been scattered; no thrones had been overturned; no tycoons had been sent away. When would these things happen? 


   It is possible that Mary was remembering the great acts of God in history. The lines of her song sound like echoes from the Old Testament: God showed the strength of his arm by drowning Pharaoh’s army in the sea; he scattered the proud Philistines by striking down Goliath; he brought mighty Nebuchadnezzar down from his throne and sent Belshazzar away from his feast. God did these things to save his people. God humbled the proud to show mercy to Israel, as he promised Abraham in the everlasting covenant (see Gen. 12:2–3). 


   Yet Mary was also praising God for what he would do in Christ. She was speaking in the past tense, but she was making prophecies about the future. She could get away with this because when God says that he will do something, it is as good as already done. His promises come with the guarantee of fulfillment. Furthermore, with the conception of Christ, the great reversal had already begun. The choice of Mary proved it: God was lifting the humble, and soon he would humble the proud. So her song spanned the past, the present, and the future. It was about what God had done, what God was doing, and what God would do in days to come. 


   The Son of God had come to establish his rule with justice and his kingdom with might. This meant the overthrow of every proud nation and the humbling of every proud heart. God alone deserves the power and the glory. Therefore, he must subdue everything and everyone that opposes his will. To be specific, he must humble the pride of intellect (Luke 1:51), the pride of position (Luke 1:52), and the pride of wealth (Luke 1:53). “Can you not see,” wrote Martyn Lloyd-Jones, “that everything that man boasts in, his intellect, his understanding, his power, his social status, his influence, his righteousness, his morality, his ethics, his code—every one of them is utterly demolished by this Son of God?”9


   Mary understood that the coming of Christ would turn the world upside down. He would be the exact opposite of anything anyone ever expected. Here is how Norval Geldenhuys summarized the message of Mary’s Magnificat:


    	The proud, those who exalt themselves and take no account of God, He puts down—beaten 	by His mighty arm. The powers that be, oppressors who tyrannize the poor and lowly, 	are deprived of their power and high standing, while those who are truly humble are 	exalted to great things. The hungry, those who realize their own need and yearn for 	spiritual food, are blessed. But the rich, those who are self-satisfied and proud, 	are shamed in the imagination of their hearts.10


   


   In Christ, God takes the conventional standards of greatness and significance and stands them on their heads. The person he exalts is the humble servant who does his will. The person he humbles is the powerful leader who refuses to acknowledge his need for God. We see this happen all the way through the Gospel of Luke. The rich man goes to hell, while the poor man is carried home to be with the people of God (Luke 16:19–31). The prayers of the self-righteous Pharisee are denied, but the sinful tax collector goes home justified (Luke 18:9–14). As Jesus said, “Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 14:11; 18:14). At the end of the Gospel comes the greatest reversal of all: God the Son—who had once humbled himself to become a man and then to endure the painful, shameful death of the cross—is raised from the dead in triumph. Having humbled himself, he is exalted. 


   Now Christ is busy turning things upside down in the world. He does not leave things as they are. He does not stand for the status quo; in that sense, he is not a conservative. He is radical, subversive, revolutionary. This is why it is so deadly for the church to follow the culture. Jesus opposes the pride that rules the world, and if we are on the side of injustice, he is opposed to us. The child who put the song into Mary’s heart was the world’s most dangerous baby! 


   Here is how Martyn Lloyd-Jones described the reversal that Jesus brings to human events, as Mary celebrated: 


    	When the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords came into this world, he came into a 	stable. If you do not feel a sense of holy laughter within you, I do not see that 	you have a right to think that you are a Christian. Thank God, this is gospel, this 	is salvation. God turning upside down, reversing everything we have ever thought, 	everything we have taken pride in. The mighty? Why, he will pull them down from their 	seats. He has been doing so. He is still doing so. Let any man arise and say he is 	going to govern, to be the god of the whole world; you need not be afraid—he will 	be put down. Every dictator has gone down; they all do. Finally, the devil and all 	that belong to him will go down to the lake of fire and will be destroyed for ever. 	The Son of God has come into the world to do that.11


   


   This is the way God operates: the humble are shown mercy, while the proud receive justice. The lowly are lifted and the lofty are brought low. This is true for nations. The proud rulers who try to conquer the world always get destroyed in the end. It will happen to our own nation, unless we humble ourselves before God. The kingdoms of this world are temporary and transitory. God will not rest until Christ alone is Lord, and then he will see to it that justice is done, putting all wrongs to right. 


   God does the same thing with churches. Nothing is more deadly to spiritual health than spiritual pride. Churches that boast about their ministry will be humbled until they learn to give all the glory to God, while churches that humbly go about the Lord’s work will see lives changed by the gospel. 


   What is true for churches and nations is also true for individuals: “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6). This is what Mary meant when she said that God “has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich he has sent empty away” (Luke 1:53; cf. 6:21, 24). Of course this verse has implications for social justice. God does not leave the poor to look after themselves, but provides for them, and so should we. People who feed the hungry have God’s priorities at heart, while those who ignore the poor are exactly the kind of proud people that God likes to humble. 


   But Mary was also speaking about our spiritual need for God. God only satisfies people who are hungry for him. When we get stuffed on the pleasures of this life, we do not feel our need for God, and then he has nothing more to give us. If we are too proud to admit that we need God the way a beggar needs bread, he will send us away empty. But if we have a heart that hungers after God—if we long for the forgiveness of our sins; if we thirst for the knowledge of God; if we crave eternal life in Christ—then God will satisfy us with his grace. 


   This was the God that Mary magnified: the God who satisfies. Martin Luther said that her song was about “the great works and deeds of God, for the strengthening of our faith, for the comforting of all those of low degree, and for the terrifying of all the mighty ones of earth. We are to let the hymn serve this threefold purpose; for she sang it not for herself alone but for us all, to sing it after her.”12 Luther was right. The words of Mary’s song strengthen our faith in Jesus Christ. They comfort us with the promise that God will lift us when we are low. They also chasten our pride, destroying the proud thoughts of our hearts. 


   As Mary’s words do this sanctifying work, they teach us to sing a Magnificat of our own. God has done great things for us. We magnify him for the mighty deeds of our salvation—the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. And we magnify him for the gracious work of the Holy Spirit, who humbles our pride so that God can lift us up to glory. 
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BENEDICTUS

   Luke 1:56–80
   


   “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has visited and redeemed his people and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David, as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old.” (Luke 1:68–70) 


   T he opening chapters of Luke are like a duet from an oratorio. One voice begins to sing, followed by another, and then the two voices harmonize. For a while the second voice is silent while the first voice sings alone. Then the first voice leaves off and the second carries the music until finally the song ends with a chorus of angels. 


   The first melody we hear belongs to John the Baptist. It is the promise of his birth, given to his father Zechariah by an angel, but fully believed only by his mother Elizabeth. Then we hear the song of the Savior: the virgin Mary will give birth to the Son of God. When the two mothers meet, their melodies harmonize into one song. But after three months Elizabeth is ready to give birth, and Mary goes back to Nazareth. It is time again to sing the song of John the Baptist. 


   

   

 

ZECHARIAH NAMES THE BABY 

   As Luke tells the story of John’s nativity, he starts with the facts: “Mary remained with her about three months and returned to her home. Now the time came for Elizabeth to give birth, and she bore a son. And her neighbors and relatives heard that the Lord had shown great mercy to her, and they rejoiced with her” (Luke 1:56–58). 


   Imagine the scene. After long months of pregnancy and hard hours of labor, old Elizabeth had her baby and the whole town came to celebrate. In a small village any birth is a public event, but especially under these circumstances. The people praised God for his mercy to Elizabeth in giving her a son. The angel’s promise had come true: “You will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth” (Luke 1:14). 


   On the eighth day it was time for John to be circumcised. According to the law (Gen. 17:12–13), he needed to be given the sign of the covenant that God made with Abraham. Zechariah and Elizabeth believed the promise of salvation, and by faith they presented their son to God. This was the baby’s big day. Like baptism, circumcision was the sacrament that marked a person’s entrance into the covenant community. Everyone in the village showed up at the family’s house to welcome their child into fellowship with the people of God. 


   It was at this time that a child was formally given his name. Naturally people expected Elizabeth to name her son Zechariah. According to custom, a firstborn son was always named after his father. But Elizabeth surprised everyone by calling him John: “On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child. And they would have called him Zechariah after his father, but his mother answered, ‘No; he shall be called John’” (Luke 1:59–60). Elizabeth was emphatic. The baby’s name was John, not Zechariah. Whether by direct revelation or by written communication with her husband, Elizabeth knew that this was the name the angel had given to Zechariah. 


   Immediately her family and friends started to protest: “And they said to her, ‘None of your relatives is called by this name’” (Luke 1:61). This happens sometimes: parents give their child an unusual name, and some people can’t resist making snide remarks or offering alternative suggestions. In this case, the name John was common enough, but people really thought that Elizabeth should call him Junior. This was the only way to carry on Zechariah’s good name. Calling the baby John didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t even a family name! 


   In their consternation, the people appealed to the child’s father. Elizabeth wasn’t playing by the rules, but maybe Zechariah would listen to reason. To this point the old priest had been watching in silence. Because he had balked at God’s promise, his encounter with the angel had left him unable to speak, and apparently also unable to hear (note that people make signs for Zechariah in verse 62, rather than speaking to him). Zechariah had been deaf and dumb for nearly a year, and his disabilities kept him out of the conversation, as disabilities often do. Presumably he did not even know what Elizabeth had called their son. But now everyone wanted to hear what he had to say, so they played charades until he could figure out what they were asking: “And they made signs to his father, inquiring what he wanted him to be called. And he asked for a writing tablet and wrote, ‘His name is John.’ And they all wondered” (Luke 1:62–63). Zechariah was as stubborn about the child’s name as Elizabeth was. Both parents were willing to go against the wishes of their family and friends to do the will of God. According to the Greek New Testament, the first word Zechariah scribbled down was “John.” Rather than writing something tentative like “We’re thinking about calling the baby John,” Zechariah wrote “John is his name.” 


   This was not a name that Zechariah had chosen, but a name that was given by God to express the child’s true identity. As we listen to the names in this story, we begin to sense that God is up to something big. Zechariah means that God remembers. Elizabeth means that God is faithful. John means that God is merciful. Then there is the sweetest name of all: Jesus, which means “God saves.” Luke is telling the story of salvation, and these people are part of the story. The faithful God who shows mercy to sinners has remembered his promise to save. 


   At the very moment Zechariah wrote down John’s name he finally found his voice: “And immediately his mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, and he spoke, blessing God. And fear came on all their neighbors. And all these things were talked about through all the hill country of Judea, and all who heard them laid them up in their hearts, saying, ‘What then will this child be?’ For the hand of the Lord was with him” (Luke 1:64–66). God’s blessing on the boy is confirmed at the end of the chapter: “And the child grew and became strong in spirit, and he was in the wilderness until the day of his public appearance to Israel” (Luke 1:80). 


   The timing of Zechariah’s speech was significant. The angel had said to him, “Behold, you will be silent and unable to speak until the day that these things take place, because you did not believe my words, which will be fulfilled in their time” (Luke 1:20). Given this prophecy, we might have expected the man to get his voice back the day the baby was born. Yet strangely Zechariah was speechless for another week. He did not find his voice until he named his son John. Only then did the angel’s promise fully come true. Or to put it another way, God waited until Zechariah acted on his faith. By calling him John, the priest showed that he truly believed what the angel had said. For nine months he had been alone with his thoughts, pondering the angel’s message. He had come to believe that his son would prepare the way for the Savior. By naming the boy John—in obedience to God—Zechariah was proving his faith in God’s promise. 


   The words on the tablet showed that God had done a gracious work in Zechariah’s life, bringing the old man to sure and certain faith. At first Zechariah doubted, but God disciplined him in a way that taught him to trust. This is something God often does, and it is always a mercy when he does it. He uses the hard experience of suffering to teach us to trust in him. 


   God works in our lives to bring us to the point where we trust his promise of salvation. Some people believe right away, like Mary and Elizabeth. As soon as they hear God’s word, they know that it is true. They believe that Jesus died on the cross to save them from the hell that sin deserves. Believing right away is always better, because as soon as we believe, we receive the joy of knowing Christ. But some people are more skeptical, like Zechariah. They want to believe, but they’re still not quite sure. They haven’t rejected Jesus Christ, but they haven’t accepted him either. How do cynics and skeptics ever come to trust in Christ for their salvation? And what is God doing to bring you to the full assurance of faith? 


   If necessary, God can deal with us the way he dealt with Zechariah, striking us deaf and dumb. This is not the way he usually works, however. Instead, he brings people to faith in a simpler way: by the reading and preaching of the gospel. God uses our personal circumstances to show us our need of a Savior. But in the end it is the gospel itself that persuades us to believe. Paul Ricoeur has rightly observed that “what progressively happens in the Gospel is the recognition of Jesus as being the Christ. We can say in this regard that the Gospel is not a simple account of the life, teaching, work, death, and resurrection of Jesus, but the communicating of an act of confession, a communication by means of which the reader in turn is rendered capable of performing the same recognition that occurs inside the text.”1 In other words, as we read the Gospel of Luke we are drawn to reach the same conclusion that Luke reached when he wrote it: Jesus is the Christ. Whether we believe this sooner like Elizabeth or later like Zechariah, the important thing is to make sure that we believe it in the end, because everyone who trusts in Jesus Christ will be saved. 


   

   

 

ZECHARIAH BREAKS HIS SILENCE 

   Zechariah was not able to speak for at least nine months, which is a long time to remain silent. So perhaps it is not surprising that when he finally broke his silence, he had something important to say. The first words out of his mouth were “Praise the Lord!” This showed the true condition of Zechariah’s heart. His suffering had done him spiritual good. Before he did anything else, he wanted to give praise to God. 


   What came out next was an exuberant eruption of praise. All of the joy that had been pent up inside the priest during the long months of Elizabeth’s pregnancy now came pouring out in a cascade of exultation. Luke tells us that as soon as he had named his son, Zechariah’s “mouth was opened and his tongue loosed, and he spoke, blessing God” (Luke 1:64). Once he believed, he had to worship, because whenever we know what God has done for our salvation, we are compelled to praise him for it. Genuine faith always expresses itself in jubilant praise, and where there is no real worship, we may wonder if there is any true faith at all. 


   After telling how people responded to what Zechariah said (Luke 1:65–66), Luke goes back and provides the lyrics to his song (Luke 1:67–79). Zechariah’s hymn of thanksgiving is usually called the Benedictus, meaning “blessed,” because this is the song’s first word in Latin. The priest blessed God for blessing him. Perhaps this priestly benediction was spontaneous, or perhaps it was composed during Zechariah’s long months of silence. Either way, it was the song of his heart. It is also the word of God, for the Bible says, “Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied” (Luke 1:67). 


   The Benedictus has many similarities to Mary’s Magnificat. Both Mary and Zechariah were among the principal soloists who sang the first oratorio praising God for the Messiah’s birth. Both of them spoke in the past tense, although both of them were also looking to the future. As one scholar has explained it, “The retrospect of prophecy and the prospect of fulfillment are commingled in the speaker’s mind.”2 The words for both songs came from the Old Testament. Like the Magnificat, the Benedictus is full of biblical references, especially from the prophets. Zechariah wove the tapestry of his song from the threads of ancient prophecy. 


   Zechariah’s benediction comes in two parts: a blessing for God (Luke 1:68–75) and a blessing for his son (Luke 1:76–79). First Zechariah blesses God for coming to save his people: 


    	Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,
　 	for he has visited and redeemed his people
 	and has raised up a horn of salvation for us
　 	in the house of his servant David,
 	as he spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets from of old,
 	that we should be saved from our enemies
　 	and from the hand of all who hate us;
 	to show the mercy promised to our fathers
 　	and to remember his holy covenant,
 	the oath that he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us
　 	that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies,
 	might serve him without fear,
　 	in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. (Luke 1:68–75)


   


   This blessing tells us all about salvation. Apparently Zechariah understood the staggering implications of what the angel had promised, or else, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, he spoke better than he knew. His son would be the forerunner to prepare the way for the coming of Christ. And if his son was the forerunner, then salvation was on its way. At stake in the birth of these two babies was nothing less than the salvation of the world. God had raised what Zechariah called “a horn of salvation.” This phrase comes from the Old Testament (e.g., Ps. 148:14), where horns are often used as the symbol of an animal’s power and strength. Horns are an animal’s “business end,” so to speak, and in a similar way, the Messiah is the business end of God’s saving plan. With the coming of Christ, he was tossing the mighty horn of his salvation. 


   What is salvation? According to Zechariah, it is something that comes from God, and not from us. The priest blessed God for visiting his people (Luke 1:68). This was something he had experienced personally when the angel appeared to him at the temple. But this visitation was not for him alone. By sending the angel, by giving Elizabeth a baby, and especially by putting his Son in the virgin’s womb, God was visiting his people. He was entering our situation from the outside, because without his intervention, we could never be saved. Salvation is not a human invention, but a divine visitation. It is not something we achieve by going to God, but something God has done by coming to us in Christ. No one is ever saved except by the grace of God. 


   God’s gracious salvation comes in fulfillment of his promise. Zechariah mentions King David and the ancient prophecies about him (Luke 1:69–70). This makes it clear that the priest was not speaking about his own son, who came from Levi, but about Jesus, who came from the house and line of David. After spending three months with Mary, Zechariah knew about her child. He also knew that God had promised to lift up a horn of salvation for David (Ps. 132:17), giving him a son to rule on this eternal throne (2 Sam. 7:12–13). Then Zechariah went back even farther, to the holy covenant God made with Abraham (Luke 1:72–73), that the nations would be saved through his son (Gen. 17:4–7). All the prophecies were coming true: Jesus was the Savior God had always promised to send. 


   This salvation—the salvation that comes from God, in fulfillment of his promise—means deliverance. In verse 68 Zechariah calls it redemption, which is a release from bondage through the payment of a price. In verse 71 he describes it as being saved “from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us.” God’s people have always had enemies. Since people hate God, it is only natural for them to hate his followers. In the Old Testament Israel’s enemies included the Egyptians, the Canaanites, the Assyrians, and the Babylonians. For Zechariah the great enemy was the Roman Empire. People were longing for a new exodus, in which God would rescue them from Rome. So when Zechariah spoke of deliverance, he may partly have been thinking in political terms. But as we shall see, he was also looking for a more lasting liberation—one that would bring freedom from sin. 


   The last thing Zechariah did in the first part of his song was to explain God’s purpose. God was raising up a horn of salvation so that “we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies, might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all our days” (Luke 1:74–75). Again, Zechariah may have been thinking partly in political terms. In order to serve God without fear, his people needed freedom from the tyranny of Rome. Few things are more precious than the freedom of religion. However, as Norval Geldenhuys has pointed out, “Although there may be a reference here to political liberation as well, something far more glorious is meant: the whole-hearted service of the Lord in complete freedom from all bonds of sin, guilt, punishment, curse, Satan and destruction.”3 To serve God is to glorify him in our worship and in everything else we do, leading holy lives. And this is the goal of our salvation. God wants to do something more with us than simply get us to heaven. His goal is for us to live for his glory, but to do this we first have to be liberated from the selfishness of our sin. God’s salvation is for our sanctification, and this always leads to service. 


   This was Zechariah’s song—a song of salvation. Now everything he promised has been fulfilled for us in Jesus Christ. Jesus is the salvation that comes from God. God had to intervene. Unless he sent his Son to be our Savior, we never could have been saved. We needed someone to live a perfect life and die an atoning death in our place. This was the promised salvation, and it was a mighty deliverance, as salvation always is. The crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ have delivered us from sin, death, and Satan. We are no longer enslaved by our selfishness, but are free to give our lives away in service to others. This is why God has saved us: he has given us his grace so that we can live for his glory. 


   

   

 

ZECHARIAH BLESSES HIS SON 

   There were two parts to Zechariah’s blessing. First, he blessed God for the visitation of his salvation (Luke 1:68–75). Then he blessed his newborn son (Luke 1:76–79). The order is significant. In spite of his fatherly pride, Zechariah recognized the subordinate position of his son. John was the last and greatest prophet of the old covenant, but what made him great was his relationship to Jesus. He was first in the birth order, but second in significance. Zechariah understood this, so his benediction was mainly for Jesus. Nevertheless, John had an important part to play in the coming of salvation, so he too received a blessing. 


   The child had already been circumcised, which was his birthright. But as the firstborn son, John also had a right to his father’s blessing. We can imagine the emotion in the old man’s voice as he turned to his only son and said, with fatherly affection: 


    	And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High;
　 	for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways,
 	to give knowledge of salvation to his people,
　 	in the forgiveness of their sins,
 	because of the tender mercy of our God,
　 	whereby the sunrise shall visit us from on high
 	to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death,
　 	to guide our feet into the way of peace. (Luke 1:76–79)


   


   The blessing Zechariah gave his son was in keeping with the promises he received from God. John was the forerunner—the prophet who went ahead to prepare the way. He would do this preparatory work by preaching the message of salvation. But what does it mean to be saved? The salvation Zechariah promised was not deliverance from earthly enemies. It was not a new form of religious freedom. Rather, John was called “to give knowledge of salvation to his people in the forgiveness of their sins” (Luke 1:77). Fundamentally, salvation is the forgiveness of sins. 


   By and large, the people of John’s day were looking for the wrong kind of salvation. They were thinking primarily in political terms. They wanted a better economy, with more personal freedom. But that was not the kind of salvation God had in mind. So before the Savior even came, someone else had to get people ready. According to Geldenhuys, “it was necessary that John, the forerunner of Christ, should summon the people to a realization of guilt and to a confession of sins, and should make as many of them as possible see that the real redemption needed by them was deliverance from the power of their spiritual enemies—sin and the forces of darkness, so that they might escape from the wrath of God.”4


   Like the people of Israel, we are usually wrong about what we really need. We tend to look first at our outward circumstances. We want God to save us from things like a bad work situation, a financial setback, or a troubled marriage. Of course God is able to handle these problems, and it is right for us to pray for his help. But the first thing he has to deal with is our sin. Eventually salvation changes society, but that is not where it starts. There can be no social transformation without spiritual regeneration. Salvation begins when the Holy Spirit changes a sinner’s heart. Michael Wilcock writes: “We must believe, as clear-thinking Christians in every age have believed, that it is the will and plan of God for all wrong relationships, political as well as spiritual, eventually to be put right. We include therefore in our preaching of salvation the need for the righting of wrong social structures and physical conditions. But we keep at its centre the need for the cleansing of sinful human hearts. That is the primary concern of the people of God.”5


   What we need more than anything else is to have a right relationship with God, and this can only come through the forgiveness of our sins. To be specific (although we will not see this until we get to the end of Luke’s Gospel), a right relationship with God can only come through the cross where Jesus died for sinners. As Luke was later to write, “Everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” (Acts 10:43). When we trust in Christ, God forgives our sins—all of them, no matter what we have done. He does this because of his mercy, which the Benedictus describes as “the tender mercy of our God” (Luke 1:78; cf. 1:58; 1:72). Mercy is “God’s loyal, faithful, gracious love as he acts for his people.”6 Zechariah took the biblical term for mercy (eleos) and intensified it by connecting it to a word for deep feeling (splanchna). Forgiveness is the supreme expression of God’s compassionate mercy for sinners. 


   Nothing is more wonderful for a sinner than to receive mercy. As Zechariah thought about how wonderful it was, he made a comparison. He imagined a group of pilgrims on a long journey. As they traveled through the wilderness, they were overtaken by darkness. Far from the safety of home, they were exposed to the terrors of night: vicious animals and violent enemies. They sat “in darkness and in the shadow of death” (Luke 1:79). This was Israel’s situation during the dark days before Christ was born. It is the situation we are all in until we are saved. We are sitting in the darkness of our sin, waiting for death to devour us. 


   All that long night the pilgrims wondered if they would ever make it to the morning. They prayed for deliverance, waiting for the dawn. Then they saw it on the horizon: the first glimmer of the morning light. It was the sunrise of their salvation. In earlier days people would have called it the “dayspring”—the dayspring of deliverance. Zechariah said, “the sunrise shall visit us from on high to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:78–79; cf. Isa. 9:2; 60:3; Mal. 4:2). With the coming of the light, the pilgrims were able to find their way. 


   After darkness, light—this is what it means to be saved. Salvation is like the first glimmer of dawn after the blackest night. Until we come to faith in Jesus Christ, we are still living in the darkness of unforgiven sin. But when we trust him, as Zechariah did, his light comes into our lives and we are able to see our way. Believe in Jesus! The dark night of your sin will be over, and the dayspring of his light will rise in your heart. 
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 AWAY IN A MANGER

   Luke 2:1–7
   


   And while they were there, the time came for her to give birth. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. (Luke 2:6–7) 


   Death and taxes. Nothing demonstrates the worldly power of nations more clearly than their ability to take people’s money and send them off to war. And when it comes to taxation and militarization, few nations have ever wielded comparatively more power than the Romans. The Roman army ruled the Mediterranean world, and this enabled Roman officials to collect revenue from all parts of their empire. To this day, we call paying our taxes “rendering unto Caesar” (see Luke 20:25). 


   The imperial power of Rome was consolidated by Octavian, who was famous for defeating Antony and Cleopatra at Actium, and who was the first Caesar to receive the august title of emperor. Octavian was so powerful that he achieved godlike status in parts of the Roman Empire. Indeed, an inscription at Halicarnassus hails him as the “savior of the whole world.”1


   This Octavian is the Caesar we meet at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel. He was then at the height of his powers, and Luke describes him doing what the Romans did best: “In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered. This was the first registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria. And all went to be registered, each to his own town” (Luke 2:1–3). All it took was a word from the emperor, and people thousands of miles away were set in motion. Every man in every province had to be registered—almost certainly for the purpose of levying taxes. According to Tacitus, Octavian kept the grand totals by hand, and according to Justin, writing in the second century, the census of Quirinius could still be viewed in Rome.2 No taxation without registration—this was a basic principle of Roman government. 


   

   

 

ONCE, IN ROYAL DAVID’S CITY 

   In chapter 2 Luke shows the far reach of Caesar’s power, and also its undoing. As Kent Hughes describes it, Octavian’s “relentless arm stretched out to squeeze its tribute even in a tiny village at the far end of the Mediterranean. Thus it came about that a village carpenter and his expectant teenage bride were forced to travel to his hometown to be registered for taxation.”3


   Although Caesar would never know it, he had unleashed a chain of events that would turn the whole world upside down, for among the millions who had to register was a man named Joseph, with his fiancée Mary. This one little family, seemingly swept up in the tide of earthly power, gave birth to a son who would rule the world. Mary’s song was starting to come true: “He has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts; he has brought down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of humble estate” (Luke 1:51–52). God was taking Caesar’s pawns and moving them to checkmate, so that the real Savior would stand alone as the King of kings. 


   The Roman registration required every man in Israel to return to his ancestral home: “And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the town of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, to be registered with Mary, his betrothed, who was with child” (Luke 2:4–5). Here David receives double mention. Luke has already told us that Mary’s child would be David’s son. The angel said that God would “give to him the throne of his father David” (Luke 1:32). Zechariah said that God would raise up a savior in “the house of his servant David” (Luke 1:69). Now Luke tells us that Joseph, the earthly father of Jesus, came from the royal line of David. 


   The grand purpose of these statements is to establish the child’s credentials. In order to fulfill the promise of salvation, Jesus had to be a direct descendant of King David (cf. Rom. 1:3; 2 Tim. 2:8). Joseph’s lineage also explains why he took his family to Bethlehem. Bethlehem was “the city of David”—the hometown of the ancient king—and thus the place where Joseph was required to register. This was another part of the old promise: the Savior had to be born in Bethlehem. In the words of the prophet Micah, “But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from ancient days” (Mic. 5:2). To qualify as the Savior, Jesus had to be born in Bethlehem. 


   What is so ironic is that God used Caesar to get him there! Proud Octavian became the unwitting servant of the divine plan. David Gooding writes: “For Augustus the taking of censuses was one of the ways he employed to get control over the various parts of his empire. But—and here is the irony of the thing—in the process, as he thought, of tightening his grip on his huge empire, he so organized things that Jesus, Son of Mary, Son of David, Son of God, destined to sit on the throne of Israel and of the world, was born in the city of David, his royal ancestor.”4 What at first appeared to be a great show of Caesar’s power actually proved the supremacy of God’s sovereignty. Even Caesar’s decree was part of the divine plan. God rules all things for his own glory. This is true not only for the great events of salvation history, but also for the ordinary events of daily life. God is working out his will, and he will see that he gets the glory in the end, even in spite of the things that we do. 


   Luke tells us where Jesus was born so that we can be sure of his credentials as the Savior. Yet some scholars deny that this part of the Gospel is historically reliable. L. T. Johnson says that Luke “has the facts wrong,”5 and Raymond Brown claims that his “information is dubious on almost every score.”6


   One objection is that apart from the Bible, there is no record of a universal registration that spanned the entire Roman world. In response, it should always be remembered that the Bible is a record of historical events, and needs to be respected as such. Furthermore, when Luke speaks of the emperor’s decree, he may be referring to a general policy rather than to a specific census, and it was indeed Caesar’s law to count and tax his subjects. Another objection is that it would have been impractical to require everyone to return to his hometown. Yet we should not underestimate a tyrant’s willingness to inconvenience people. Furthermore, a universal tax census would have been feasible in an age when most people spent their whole lives close to the place where they were born, and it would have been all the more necessary in Israel, where people’s identity was so closely tied to their heredity. 


   A more serious objection is that Quirinius did not take a census until a.d. 6, which does not fit the chronology of Jesus’ life. Luke was well aware of that census, and in fact mentions it in Acts 5:37. But he was also aware of another census—one taken perhaps a decade earlier. Undoubtedly this is why he specifies that Jesus was born during “the first registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria” (Luke 2:2). Some scholars reject this solution because they say that Quirinius did not even become governor until a.d. 6, so there was no time for an earlier census. Yet there is also evidence that he served an earlier term in office.7 In any case, we may be sure that Luke knew more about all this than modern scholars do. There is no reason to deny or even to doubt that he has the facts straight. 


   

   

 

NO VACANCY 

   As Luke tells the true story of the nativity, he shows the contrast between the worldly power of Caesar and the apparent weakness of the baby Jesus. But there is another contrast we ought to notice—the one between the welcome Jesus deserved and the one he was actually given. Although he was the son of David and the true king of Israel, Jesus hardly received a royal welcome. 


   To understand what an indignity this was, we simply need to remember who Jesus was (and is!). Luke describes him as Mary’s firstborn son (Luke 2:7), but he was more than that! By the power of the Holy Spirit, the child in the virgin’s womb was the very Son of God. He was “the firstborn of all creation” (Col. 1:15), with a unique status as God the one and only Son. He was the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. He was the Creator of the universe, the Maker of heaven and earth. He was the King of kings and Lord of lords, the Supreme Ruler of all that lives. He was the Second Person of the Trinity, the only begotten Son, the radiance of the Father’s glory. By his divine nature, he shared in the full perfection of God’s triune being. This baby—born in Bethlehem—was the all-knowing, allseeing, all-powerful, and all-glorious Son of God. 


   What kind of welcome did he deserve? Jesus deserved to have every person from every nation come and worship him. He deserved to have every creature in the entire universe—from the fiercest lion to the tiniest insect—come to his cradle and give him praise. He deserved to have the creation itself offer him worship, with the rocks crying glory and the galaxies dancing for joy. He is God the Son, and anything less than absolute acknowledgment of his royal person is an insult to his divine dignity. 


   But what kind of welcome did he receive? What accommodation was he given? Luke tells us, “And while they were there, the time came for her to give birth. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn” (Luke 2:6–7). Here is another irony of the incarnation: when the Son of God came to earth—the Maker of the universe in all its vast immensity—he couldn’t even get a room! 


   Most people have some notion where Jesus was born, but some of our ideas are incorrect. The Bible says that there was no room for him at the inn, but what does this mean? Some scholars think that the biblical term (katalyma) refers to a private dwelling, possibly one owned by Joseph’s relatives. More likely it refers to a guesthouse where groups of travelers slept in a common room.8 Such lodgings were fairly primitive in those days, so the Bethlehem inn was hardly a Motel 6, let alone a five-star hotel. In all likelihood it was squalid and dirty, especially by contemporary standards. 


   On this particular night, the inn was so crowded that there was no room left for Joseph, Mary, and Jesus. Without blaming the innkeeper or anyone else who was there that night, the fact is that there were no vacancies. So Mary and Joseph took the next best accommodation they could find, which was out with the animals. Perhaps they were stabled in another room, or another building, or even outside in the yard. One early Christian tradition, dating back at least to the second century, maintains that Jesus was born in a cave. According to Justin Martyr: “Since Joseph had nowhere to lodge in that village, he lodged in a certain cave near the village; and while they were there, Mary brought forth the Messiah and laid him in a manger.”9 This is not unlikely. In those days people often stabled their animals in caves like the ones in and around Bethlehem. But in any case, Mary and Joseph were sleeping with animals. We know this because the Bible mentions the manger, which was a feeding trough for livestock, probably not made of wood, but hollowed out of the ground. 


   This is where the Son of God was born. It was uncomfortable enough to sleep there, but imagine trying to give birth in such a place, and for the first time. This is part of what it meant for Mary to follow through on her promise: “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). It meant traveling nearly a hundred miles, either on foot or by donkey, during the later stages of pregnancy. It meant the anxiety of having labor pains in a strange city. It meant suffering her child’s messy entrance into the world. It meant wiping him clean, tearing clothes to bundle him, and then praying that he would live. Kent Hughes vividly imagines the “sweat and pain and blood and cries as Mary reached up to the heavens for help. The earth was cold and hard. The smell of birth mixed with the stench of manure and acrid straw made a contemptible bouquet. Trembling carpenter’s hands, clumsy with fear, grasped God’s Son slippery with blood—the baby’s limbs waving helplessly as if falling through space—his face grimacing as he gasped in the cold and his cry pierced the night.”10


   When people sing of the Savior’s birth, they call it a “silent night.” But as Andrew Peterson has written in his song “Labor of Love,” 


    	It was not a silent night
 	There was blood on the ground
 	You could hear a woman cry
 	In the alleyways that night
 	On the streets of David’s town


   


    	And the stable was not clean
 	And the cobblestones were cold
 	And little Mary full of grace
 	With the tears upon her face
 	Had no mother’s hand to hold


   


   In short, everything we know about the birth of Jesus points to obscurity, indignity, pain, and rejection. One of the great mysteries of our universe is that when God the Son became a man he spent his first night in a barn. 


   

   

 

LET EVERY HEART PREPARE HIM ROOM 

   Why was Jesus born like this? What does the crude and unwelcome poverty of his birth tell us about the way of salvation? 


   First, the birth of Christ shows us the depravity of our sin. When God the Son was born in Bethlehem, he was unrecognized and unwelcome. Some Israelites were watching and waiting for the Messiah, as we shall see later in this chapter. But most were so preoccupied with their own concerns that they were unaware of what God was doing in the world. When the rightful King was born, they did not even know that he was the King! His birth went virtually unacknowledged. As God said through Isaiah the prophet, “The ox knows its owner, and the donkey its master’s crib, but Israel does not know, my people do not understand” (Isa. 1:3). The welcome that Jesus failed to receive is the first hint of something that the Gospel of John said about his ministry as a whole: “He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him” (John 1:11). 


   Jesus was rejected all through his ministry, right up to the very end. He was driven out of his hometown. His family thought he was so crazy that they practically disowned him. Many people flocked to him when they heard that he could perform miracles, but when he started talking about suffering, most of them drifted away. The religious leaders scoffed at him, rejecting his claims and growing to hate him, until finally they tried to do away with him altogether. It wasn’t just Bethlehem—there was never enough room for Jesus. As one commentator put it, “When Christ first came among us we pushed him into an outhouse; and we have done our best to keep him there ever since.”11


   This is an outrage! The way Jesus gets shoved aside ought to make us indignant. But honestly, what kind of welcome would you have given him? What kind of welcome are you giving him right now? Have you made room for Jesus in your heart, coming to him by faith? Are you keeping a place open for him in your morning routine? Is there room for him in your daily activities at work or at school? Are you making space for him in your home? Jesus does not deserve to be shoved aside. He wants to fill your life with his grace. 


   Sadly, many people today make the same mistake that people made when Caesar issued his famous decree: they do not make room for Jesus. As Norval Geldenhuys has observed, “What the inhabitants of Bethlehem did in their ignorance is done by many today in willful indifference—they refuse to make room for the Son of God. They give no place to Him in their feelings, their affections, their thoughts, their views of life, their wishes, their decisions, their actions, or their daily conduct.”12 Thus the story of the nativity shows us our sin. It shows how unwelcome Jesus is to us until God, by his grace, reveals him to us as our Savior and our God. 


   And of course this is why Jesus came. It was to save us from our sins. But in order to do this he first had to become one of us, and this is the second thing that his birth reveals: the humanity of our Savior. 


   Does anything have more of the feel and smell of our humanity than childbirth? Not to dwell on the details, but anyone who has ever witnessed the birth of a child knows what an earthy experience it is. The birth of Jesus was earthier than most, and by giving us the details of his delivery, Luke shows that he entered the world just like any other person. When Mary bundled her baby close, she was caring for the body of a real human being, even though he was also the divine Son of God. Jesus didn’t just seem to be a human being; he was a human being! He had red blood running through his veins and human DNA in all his cells. Martin Luther said that Jesus “did not flutter about like a spirit, but He dwelt among men. He had eyes, ears, mouth, nose, chest, stomach, hands, and feet, just as you and I do. He took the breast. His mother nursed Him as any other child is nursed.”13


   Do you believe this? Do you believe that the Second Person of the Trinity was once a babe in his mother’s arms? This is what we mean by the incarnation. The God of the universe entered into our situation, taking on all the limitations of our physical existence. He did not save us from a distance, but came as close to us as he possibly could, sympathizing with us in our sufferings. 


   God did this because it was necessary for our salvation. It was only by becoming a man that the Son of God could offer his body as the sacrifice for our sins, or be raised bodily from the grave. Jesus had to become one of us to save us. Of course, we are saved by his death, not his birth; but without his birth, he could never die or live again. There could be no crucifixion and no resurrection without the incarnation. “Therefore,” wrote Martin Luther, “whenever you are concerned to think and act about your salvation, . . . you must run directly to the manger and the mother’s womb, embrace this Infant and Virgin’s Child in your arms, and look at Him—born, being nursed, growing up, going about in human society, teaching, dying, rising again, ascending above all the heavens, and having authority over all things.”14 Salvation comes through faith in God incarnate—the Son of God who lived, and died, and lives again in true humanity. 


   

   

 

THE HUMILIATION OF THE MANGER 

   Finally, the birth of Christ shows us his humility in our salvation. Understand that God is infinitely superior to us. He is not simply a bigger and better version of a human being, but something altogether different. He is God, and we are not. His attributes are infinitely superior to ours. He is the Creator; we are only his creatures. For God to take on our nature, therefore, was an act of infinite humility. Theologians say that for him to be born at all was a humiliation. 


   The circumstances of Christ’s birth confirm this. If God the Son had received the universal welcome that he truly deserved, we might be tempted to think that it was some kind of honor for him to come to earth and become a man. It was not an honor—it was abject humility; it was infinite condescension. Although in becoming a man the Son did not cease to be God, he did lay aside the privileges and prerogatives of his deity. He abandoned the glories of heaven to accept the limitations of earth. 


   This is starkly demonstrated by the humble circumstances of his birth. When we see the Son of God lying in a manger, we know that this can only be a humiliation. In the words of J. C. Ryle, “We see here the grace and condescension of Christ. Had He come to save mankind with royal majesty, surrounded by His Father’s angels, it would have been an act of undeserved mercy. Had He chosen to dwell in a palace, with power and great authority, we should have had reason enough to wonder. But to become poor as the very poorest of mankind, and lowly as the very lowliest—this is a love that passeth knowledge. It is unspeakable and unsearchable.” Then Ryle goes on to say, “Never let us forget that through this humiliation Jesus has purchased for us a title to glory.”15


   There was a reason that Christ humbled himself. He knew that in the end he could save us only by suffering and dying for our sins, and he wanted to show this from the very beginning. The humility of his birth was the whole pattern of his life. Jesus humbled himself to the very death, and there are rumors of this already in his birth. The sufferings that commenced with his incarnation culminated with his crucifixion. The same body that was wrapped in swaddling cloths was also wrapped in a burial shroud. The manger points us to the cross and to the grave. And this is how we are saved: by the humility of our Savior. We are saved by believing for sure that Jesus humbled himself in becoming a man and dying on the cross for our sins. 


   This is also how we are called to live: according to the pattern of his humble birth and saving death. The humility of Christ ought to humble us. We are inclined to insist on our own way—to think that we are more important than we really are. We get angry when people refuse to give us the credit we think we deserve or show us the honor we think we ought to be given. We want to be exalted, not humiliated. But there is divinity in humility. The same Jesus who humbled himself for our salvation also wants us to humble ourselves for the sake of others. He calls us to be like him in putting others first and taking the lowest place for ourselves. We must never forget that although he is the Son of God, the Savior we serve was wrapped in swaddling cloths and laid in a manger, because there was no room for him at the inn. 
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GLORIA IN EXCELSIS DEO

   Luke 2:8–20
   


   And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” (Luke 2:13–14) 


   Jesus Christ was born in poverty and obscurity. Although he was the Son of God and the Savior of the world, his birth was largely ignored. On the night he was born his mother had to lay him in a manger, because there was no room for them at the inn. 


   The welcome that Jesus received—or didn’t receive—had spiritual significance. It showed that he was coming to live among sinners and demonstrated the humility that led him to the cross. But it was not right for his advent to go unrecognized. His birth was the most important event in the history of the universe! Somehow it had to be celebrated. It also had to be explained, so that people would understand that God the Son had become a man to save sinners. So God sent angels, of all creatures, to tell people the good news. 


   What is even more surprising than the appearance of angels is that the first people to hear this good news were shepherds: “And in the same region there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night” (Luke 2:8). Why did God choose these men to be the first to learn the true meaning of Christmas? 


   Various explanations have been offered. Some say that the shepherds make a connection with King David, the royal ancestor of Jesus, who was also a shepherd. Then there is a prophecy in Jeremiah—often overlooked—that God would send the Messiah when shepherds were watching their flocks in Judea: “In the cities of the hill country . . . the places about Jerusalem, and in the cities of Judah, flocks shall again pass under the hands of the one who counts them. . . . In those days and at that time I will cause a righteous Branch to spring up for David, and . . . Judah will be saved” (Jer. 33:13, 15–16). By fulfilling this ancient prophecy, the shepherds proved that Jesus is the Christ. 


   There is another reason why the shepherds were chosen, however, and why Luke—alone among the Gospel writers—included them in his book. Shepherds were outcasts, and thus their presence at the manger shows that salvation is for everyone. We tend to romanticize the shepherds, especially since there are so many good shepherds in the Bible, but they did not enjoy a very good reputation in their day. Because they lived out in the fields, they were unable to keep the ceremonial law, and thus they were treated as unclean. They were also regarded as liars and thieves, which is why their testimony was inadmissible in a court of law. Shepherds were despised. With the exception of lepers, they were the lowest class of men in Israel. 


   Yet these were the men God wanted to hear the gospel: working-class sinners. Like everything else about the birth of Christ, this upsets our expectations. We tend to think that God is for the good people, when in fact he is for needy sinners who are desperate for grace. As Mary sang in her Magnificat, Jesus came to bring down the thrones of the mighty and exalt those of humble estate (Luke 1:52). Who better to exalt than lowly shepherds? We do not even know their names! If God had grace for them, he has grace for any poor sinner who will come to Jesus in faith. 


   

   

 

GOOD NEWS! 

   What the shepherds saw out in the fields that first Christmas night absolutely terrified them: “And an angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were filled with fear” (Luke 2:9). This is not the first time Luke has introduced us to an angel. His Gospel, writes one old commentator, “resounds with angel songs, and with the music of their wings.”1 Here it also blazes with the light of their glory. The shepherds saw a burning light that pierced the night-black sky. It was nothing less than the glory of God, reflected in the radiance of one of his holy messengers. 


   This was such a frightening experience that the first thing the angel had to tell the shepherds was not to be afraid: “And the angel said to them, ‘Fear not.’” Then the angel told them why: “for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy that will be for all the people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:10–11). This was the gospel according to the angel. 


   Every word in the angel’s announcement was important. The words “fear not” offered reassurance. The appearance of an angel is always a terrifying experience, and the shepherds needed to know that they were safe. The angel had come to give them good news, and the word he used for this eventually became the title for Luke’s book. It is the Greek word for proclaiming the gospel (euangelizō). The words of the ancient promise were starting to come true: good news was being preached to the poor (see Isa. 61:1; Luke 4:18). An angel was preaching to shepherds, of all people. 


   The good news brought “great joy.” It was the real joy of Christmas, that God had become a man to save his people. This joyful good news was “for all the people” (Luke 2:10). At first it may seem that this promise refers to all people everywhere. After all, good news for all people is a biblical truth. Jesus is the Savior of the world, the only Savior there is, and this good news is for everyone. That is not the meaning of this phrase, however. The angel did not say “all people,” but “all the people,” and the definite article distinguishes these people from others. So what people did the angel have in mind? Elsewhere in Luke this phrase refers specifically to the people of Israel.2 In those days “the people” was a common and general term for the Jews. Of course the good news is not just for the Jews. Later in the chapter we find that it is also for Gentiles. But the angel gave the good news to the Jews first. As the Scripture says, the gospel is “to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Rom. 1:16). 


   The joyful good news was about the birth of a baby: “For unto you is born this day” (Luke 2:11). By the time we get to the end of Luke, we will discover that the good news also includes a death and a resurrection. It is the gospel of the cross and the empty tomb. But here we are given the good news of the manger. A child is born! A Son is given! The angel was making a birth announcement about a boy of flesh and blood. 


   What is surprising is that this child was born to the shepherds. The angel said, “Unto you is born.” These words are like the tag on a Christmas present that says “To” and “From.” The angels were placing a tag on the manger that said “To: the shepherds / From: God.” Here the good news takes on personal significance. The angel was doing something more than telling the shepherds what happened; the angel was also telling them why it mattered. Ordinarily, a baby is born to a family. They are the ones who receive the gift of the child’s life. In this case, however, the child was for the shepherds and for their salvation. But he was not for them alone. Jesus is for everyone who receives him by faith. We too can have the gift of his life, because God says to us what the angel said to the shepherds: to you is born a Savior. 


   

   

 

WHAT CHILD IS THIS? 

   To this point the angel had given the shepherds good news, but without actually identifying the child. To do this, the angel listed four titles and announced that they all came together in one person. Who was this child? 


   He was the son of David, to which the angel alluded by mentioning “the city of David,” meaning Bethlehem. This is now the sixth time that Luke has mentioned David’s name. The child born to the shepherds was David’s royal son. 


   He was also the Savior. This is another special title in the book of Luke, which uses the language of salvation more than any other Gospel. A Savior is a deliverer—someone who rescues people from death and destruction. This implies that we need a Savior, which of course we do. The deliverance that God brings may come in the form of physical deliverance, but it is also spiritual. Jesus came to save us from sin, Satan, and the righteous wrath of God. He delivered us from these deadly enemies by dying on the cross for our sins and then rising again to give us everlasting life. This was more than the shepherds understood, of course, but by saying that Jesus was the Savior, the angel was telling them to look to Jesus for whatever salvation they needed. 


   Then Jesus is the Christ. Eventually this became part of the Savior’s name, but it is really a title. “Christ” is the Greek term for Messiah, which signifies the Savior that God had always promised to send. Literally, the Christ is “the anointed one.” This calls to mind the kings and priests of the Old Testament who were anointed with oil as a sign of their office and mission in life. God had always promised that one day he would send a Savior to end all saviors, and this Messiah—this anointed one—would save his people forever. The Jews had been waiting for this for centuries, but now the angel proclaimed that the Savior had come, making the great confession that Jesus is the Christ. 


   The last title the angel gave to Jesus was Lord. This term of honor points to his deity, and to his sovereign rule over our lives. Jesus is the Lord God. Luke has already used the term “Lord” more than a dozen times, and always with reference to the Lord God. But this was the first time that the words “Christ” and “Lord” had ever been brought together. It was an unprecedented combination: Jesus is the Lord Christ. This meant that the promised and anointed Savior was none other than God himself, appearing in the flesh. 


   Savior, Christ, and Lord—Jesus was given the highest titles that can be given: “Savior points to his role as deliverer; Messiah points to his office in terms of the promised Anointed One of God; and Lord indicates his sovereign authority.”3 The good news for the shepherds was that this child was born in Bethlehem to be their Savior and their God. They never would have known this unless God revealed it to them. If the angel had not appeared to them while they were out in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by night, the shepherds never would have come to Christ. They acknowledged this when they referred to the good news as “this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made known to us” (Luke 2:15). 


   This shows how much we need the preaching of the gospel. To understand what God has done, we need to have someone explain it to us. By itself, what God had done could not save the shepherds, or anyone else. They needed to know what it meant by faith, which could only happen by divine revelation. This is how God saves us: not simply by sending Jesus to be our Savior, but also by preaching us the gospel so that we can believe in his saving work. God doesn’t just do things; he also says things, and we need to know what he says so that we can believe in what he has done. 


   To help the shepherds believe, God gave them a sign to confirm his promise, much like the signs he gave to Mary and Zechariah. The angel said, “And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger” (Luke 2:12). How would the shepherds know for sure that they had the right child? Which one was the Christ? All they had to do was find the baby who was lying in a manger. The point of this sign was not so much what Jesus was wearing, which was common enough, but where he was sleeping. The angel had to tell them this, because otherwise they never would have believed it. Who would ever expect to find a baby in a manger, especially one who was given to be our Savior, Lord, and Christ? 


   The shepherds would not find the child couched in royal splendor, as they might have expected, but lying in poverty. This was the humiliation of the incarnation, that the Son of God humbled himself to save us. The Venerable Bede, writing sometime in the seventh or eighth century, said: “It should be carefully noted that the sign given of the Saviour’s birth is not a child enfolded in Tyrian purple, but one wrapped round with rough pieces of cloth; he is not to be found in an ornate golden bed, but in a manger. The meaning of this is that he did not merely take upon himself our lowly mortality, but for our sakes took upon himself the clothing of the poor.”4 We can recognize Jesus the same way that the shepherds recognized him: by his humility. When we see him wrapped in the swaddling cloths of his humanity—and even more, when we see him dying in the naked agony of the cross—we know that he is the Christ whom God has sent to save us. 


   

   

 

THE GLORIA 

   After giving the shepherds the good news of the gospel, the angel punctuated his proclamation with praise. But he did not do this alone: “Suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!’” (Luke 2:13–14). This is the third Christmas carol in the Gospel of Luke. Like the others, it was spoken rather than sung, yet it was written in a poetic form that has often been set to music. And like the other lyrics, it is commonly known by its first words in Latin: Gloria in excelsis Deo—“Glory to God in the highest.” 


   What makes this song different from the others is that it was sung by a chorus of angels. It was not a hymn that rose up from the earth, but an anthem that came down from heaven. For this reason, the Gloria gives a fuller revelation of the true divine glory of Jesus Christ. God the Son had always enjoyed the adoration of angels. From eternity past, those sinless creatures had worshiped him with perpetual praise. But now God was sending his Son into the world, where he would be despised and rejected unto death for the salvation of a lost and fallen race. This was the most glorious demonstration that God had ever made of his grace. Therefore, it was only right for him to receive the highest praise. In the words of J. C. Ryle, “Now is come the highest degree of glory to God, by the appearing of His Son Jesus Christ in the world. He by His life and death on the cross will glorify God’s attributes,—justice, holiness, mercy, and wisdom,—as they never were glorified before.”5


   Imagine what joy it must have been to sing in that angelic choir. The skies opened up and the countless chorus streamed from the courts of heaven—an army of angels revealed in all its glory. They were singing in a new venue, praising God on earth as they had always done in heaven. Imagine what joy they had in going out in the middle of the night and scaring people half to death with the glory of God. They were also singing in a new key, praising God for his grace to sinners. Imagine what joy they had in worshiping the newborn Christ and saying “Glory to God.” God was highly glorified in sending his Son to be our Savior. The Christmas angels saw this glory and revealed it to the shepherds so that we could see it too. 


   Then the angels pronounced a benediction. The coming of Christ was not just for the glory of God, but also for the good of humanity. So after giving glory to God in the highest, they proclaimed peace on earth. What a contrast this was to the kind of peace that the Romans had to offer. This story began with a decree from Caesar Augustus, which reminds us that this was the age of the Pax Romana, when the Romans often praised their emperor for bringing “peace on earth.” But this peace came at a dreadful cost. Nations were subjugated and plundered; peoples enslaved; the poor oppressed. There were peace and prosperity for some, fear and poverty for others. For Caesar only “gave peace as long as it was consistent with the interests of the Empire and the myth of his own glory.”6


   Even those who had outward peace in Roman times did not have rest for their souls. The famous Stoic philosopher Epictetus—a contemporary of Luke—observed that “while the emperor may give peace from war on land and sea, he is unable to give peace from passion, grief, and envy. He cannot give peace of heart, for which man yearns more than even for outward peace.”7 Nor could the emperor offer peace with God, which is the most necessary peace of all. 


   But now a new King was born, and with his birth the angels pronounced peace on earth—peace like the Hebrew shalom: total peace for the whole person. This meant peace with God, first of all. Until we have peace with God, we cannot have any true peace at all. Our sins cry out against us and we are afraid to die, because deep down we know that we deserve judgment. But Jesus came to give us peace with God by paying the penalty that our sins deserve. The Bible says that in Christ, God was “making peace by the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:20). Once we have peace with God, we can have peace with one another by the power of his Holy Spirit. We no longer have to push to get our own way, but we can wait for God to work. “It is the work of Christ to bring peace into all human relations,” wrote Norval Geldenhuys: “into man’s relation to God, to himself (his own feelings, desires, and the like), to his life’s circumstances (calamities and trials), and to his fellow-men. According as Christ is honoured and is given admission to human lives, to that extent the peace on earth, which He came to bring, becomes a glorious actuality. In so far as people live outside Him, the earth remains in a state of disorder and strife without real peace.”8


   This peace is not for everyone, but only for the people whom God is pleased to bless. The Gloria is often taken as a promise of universal salvation: “Peace on earth, goodwill to men.” But as surprising as it may seem, this song actually teaches the doctrine of election. Its wording is important: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” (Luke 2:14). According to Darrell Bock, who has written the definitive commentary on Luke, the phrase “with whom he is pleased” is “almost a technical phrase in first-century Judaism for God’s elect, those on whom God has poured out his favor.”9 The peace of God comes according to his sovereign pleasure. The shepherds are the perfect example. They did not choose God; God chose them. They had to respond in faith, of course, but it was by the sovereign grace of God that they heard the good news. 


   As one missionary studied this verse, he struggled to translate it into a native tongue. The term “peace” was especially difficult because there was no equivalent in the local language. But with the help of his assistant, he finally came up with a translation that captured the heart of this verse: “God in heaven is just so good! So the people who live in this world, if God’s heart is happy with them, then their fear is all-gone now!”10


   “Their fear is all-gone now.” This is one of the happy results of the Savior’s birth. When we come to God through faith in Jesus Christ, we have real peace. We do not always gain the full benefit of that peace because sometimes we forget to trust God for it. But as we trust in him, he gives us peace. We do not need to be anxious about the future. We do not need to be afraid what people will think. We do not need to try to solve our problems on our own. We do not need to worry how God will provide for us. We do not need to despair if we lose what we love. All we need to do is trust in God and he will give us peace. 


   

   

 

CERTAIN SHEPHERDS 

   What the shepherds heard was not the kind of message that anyone could ignore: “When the angels went away from them into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let us go over to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made known to us’” (Luke 2:15). “Hurry up!” they said. “We’ve got to go see this!” Taking off at a run, they headed for Bethlehem, where they found everything just as the angel had promised: “And they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in a manger. And when they saw it, they made known the saying that had been told them concerning this child” (Luke 2:16–17). 


   The shepherds told everyone about the angels they had heard on high. What happened next is important because it shows how to respond to the gospel that the shepherds were given. Different people responded to the good news in different ways. Everyone agreed that it was amazing. Luke tells us, “And all who heard it wondered at what the shepherds told them” (Luke 2:18). But this is not to say that everyone believed them. People were surprised by the shepherds’ story, and they probably talked about it for months afterwards, but this does not mean that they all came to faith in Christ. People wonder about all kinds of things that they never fully believe. 


   Many people have the same response today. They think that Christmas makes a great story, but they wonder if it’s all true. They’re just not sure. This baby that was born in Bethlehem—is he really the Savior and the Lord? Some people wonder, but they cannot keep wondering forever. Either the good news of great joy is true, in which case we should believe in Jesus Christ, or else the whole thing is a myth, in which case there is no one to save us from our sins. 


   Mary’s response went deeper. Luke tells us—probably on the basis of Mary’s own testimony—that she “treasured up all these things, pondering them in her heart” (Luke 2:19). The adoration of the shepherds must have been a great encouragement to Mary. What they said about the city of David, and about her child’s identity as Lord and Christ, confirmed the promises that God had made to her some nine months before. 


   Mary believed the shepherds, but she did not fully understand what they were saying. The word “treasure” (synetērei) indicates that she was holding on to the words of the gospel by faith. But the word “ponder” (symballousa) shows that she still had some things to think about. This word refers to “a person who is puzzled by what they have heard but keeps it in mind in order to understand, often with divine help, its meaning.”11 It is “an indication of an extended period of sustained reflection” by someone “trying to make sense and plumb the depths of all that she had experienced.”12 Mary had a faith that was seeking understanding. 


   It took Mary a long time to come to a full grasp of the gospel. She did not always understand who Jesus was, or what he was doing. On several occasions she actually opposed his calling. But she kept mulling things over, believing that Jesus was the Son of God and trying to understand what this meant. In the end, Mary came to a full and certain faith in Jesus as her Savior and Lord. We know this because after he ascended into heaven, Mary gathered with the early believers to worship God (Acts 1:14). It takes some people longer than others to come to a full understanding of who Jesus is, what he has done, and what it means to trust in him. The thing to do is to believe as much as we can and to keep thinking about the gospel, asking God to make us more certain of our salvation in Christ. 


   The shepherds were simpler men, and they had a more immediate response to the gospel. They heard it, they believed it, they investigated it, and when they were satisfied that it was true, they shared it and celebrated it—all in a matter of hours. 


   First the shepherds had to hear the gospel. If God had not revealed it to them, they never would have believed at all. Faith comes by hearing the Word. But once they heard it, the shepherds still had to respond in faith, which they did without delay. They left their flocks to go and see Jesus. The verb used for seeing (aneuriskō Luke 2:16) means to search with the result of finding. What a wonderful way to describe what it is like to come to Christ! People who go looking for him will reach the goal of their quest, because God has promised that those who seek will find. Anyone who looks for Jesus in faith will find him, as the shepherds did. 


   When the shepherds saw Jesus lying in the manger, they were certain that everything the angel said was true. They saw Jesus, and they knew for sure. Immediately they became the first evangelists, sharing the good news with anyone who would listen. They took the same gospel they had been given by the angel and started giving it to others. This is how God saves sinners. As soon as we come to Christ in faith, we start sharing the good news. By the love shown in our lives and by the words of our witness, we proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ, as the shepherds did. And when we do this, other people hear God’s word and get saved by the same good news that saved us. Salvation comes by hearing and believing the gospel of Jesus Christ, who was born in a manger to become a man, who died on the cross to pay for our sins, and who was raised from the dead to give us eternal life. 


   All this is for the glory of God. The story of the shepherds ends with a great and glorious joy, as the angel promised: “And the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them” (Luke 2:20). Do you see what the shepherds were doing? They were imitating the angels by glorifying God in the highest and praising him for peace on earth. This is what the gospel does: it brings us to faith in Jesus Christ, and this, in turn, leads to witness and worship. First we come and see, and when we know for sure, we go and tell, glorifying and praising God along the way. 


   What is the gospel doing in your life? Are you sharing your faith? Are you spreading the good news about Jesus Christ? Are you praising God, glorifying him for the gift of salvation? If you have come to Christ, then you must be doing these things, because every Christian does. But perhaps you are still wondering about Jesus, pondering his gospel in your heart. If so, then God is calling you to believe the angels and follow the shepherds to Jesus; he will be born in your heart by faith. 
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NUNC DIMITTIS

   Luke 2:21–38
   


   “Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to your people Israel.” (Luke 2:29–32) 


   Most parents do everything they can for a new baby, especially their firstborn. Long before birth, they begin making arrangements for what the child will wear and where the child will sleep. Then, once the baby is born, they provide almost constant care—holding, feeding, burping, and changing. Good parents give their children everything they need, from booties and buggies to trundlebundles. 


   But the most important things that parents do for their children are spiritual. Good parents pray for their children, asking God to bless them with good health and spiritual growth. They read and sing them the Scriptures. They take them to worship in God’s house. And by faith they present their children to God, giving them the sacrament of the covenant, which is the sign of God’s promise and the seal of his grace. 


   

   

 

PURIFICATION AND PRESENTATION 

   Mary and Joseph did all of this for their firstborn son. They were godly parents who wanted to do what God required. Five times Luke tells us that they did something for their son in accordance with God’s law (Luke 2:22, 23, 24, 27, 39). 


   The first thing they did was to have their child circumcised, which they did the week after he was born: “And at the end of eight days, when he was circumcised, he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb” (Luke 2:21). In those days it was customary for a son to receive his name at the time of his circumcision. The name that Mary and Joseph gave their firstborn was the name that God had revealed to each of them: Jesus (see Matt. 1:21; Luke 1:31). It is the name that saves, for this is what Jesus means: “The Lord saves.” Sometimes the very name itself begins to bring salvation to sinners. People hear the name of Jesus, it strikes a responsive chord somewhere deep in their souls, and in an instant they sense that he will satisfy the longing of all their desires. Jesus is the Savior. 


   After he received his name, Jesus received the sign of the covenant. With one sharp cut of the blade, his foreskin was cut away from his body. This was the first shedding of his blood, in anticipation of the cross. “Alas,” wrote John Milton, “how soon our sin / Sore doth bring / His Infancy to seize!”1 Circumcision went back to the days of the patriarchs, when God promised to bless the children of Abraham to the ends of the earth. As a token of his promise, God told Abraham to circumcise his sons. This was the sign of God’s covenant, sealed in blood. The fact that this sign was given to Jesus showed that as a true son of Abraham, he was one with his covenant people. 


   Five weeks later Mary and Joseph took Jesus to the temple: “And when the time came for their purification according to the Law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, ‘Every male who first opens the womb shall be called holy to the Lord’) and to offer a sacrifice according to what is said in the Law of the Lord, ‘a pair of turtledoves, or two young pigeons’” (Luke 2:22–24). 


   They went to the temple for two reasons. One was for purification.2 According to the law of Moses, a woman who gave birth to a son was ceremonially unclean for forty days after his birth (Lev. 12:1–4). When her time was up, she was required to bring the priest a lamb for a burnt offering and a pigeon for a sin offering. In this case, Mary and Joseph didn’t bring a lamb because they couldn’t afford one. All they had to offer was two young pigeons. But this was still in keeping with the law, which said, “if she cannot afford a lamb, then she shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the other for a sin offering. And the priest shall make atonement for her, and she shall be clean” (Lev. 12:8). This is a clear indication of the poverty into which Jesus was born, and thus a further reminder of the humility of his incarnation. 


   Ordinarily, the rite of purification presumed that the child was a sinner. Presumably what made the mother impure was the guilt of her child’s sin, which he inherited from Adam. This is why sacrifices were made. As Norval Geldenhuys explains it, “The sacrifices symbolized that the sacrificer deserved death, but that the sacrificial animal is loaded with the guilt and death-penalty and for the sake of the sacrificer enters upon death to set him free from his guilt of sin.”3


   So why did Mary need to go through the process of purification? The child that came out of her womb was no sinner! Jesus was the sinless Son of God. He was completely without sin, either original or actual. He was conceived by the Holy Spirit, and thus he did not inherit the guilt of Adam’s sin. Nor had he committed any willful sins of his own. So why did Mary have to be purified? Because God commanded it, and also because her son had come to take our sin upon himself. This association between Jesus and the need for cleansing was an early clue that one day he would be the bearer of our sin, as God made him “to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). 


   There was a second reason why Mary and Joseph took Jesus to the temple: “to present him to the Lord” (Luke 2:22). The purification of the mother was tied to the presentation of her son. This too was part of God’s law, going all the way back to the exodus. God said to Moses, “Consecrate to me all the firstborn. Whatever is the first to open the womb among the people of Israel, both of man and of beast, is mine” (Ex. 13:2). With these words, God laid his rightful claim to the life of every firstborn son in Israel. Yet parents were still allowed to raise their own children. All they had to do was acknowledge God’s sovereignty by redeeming their sons with a sacrifice (Ex. 13:13–15), which was offered not long after the children were born. When parents presented their children to God, they were setting them apart for his service. 


   From this we learn to set our own children apart for God, which we do through the covenant sign of baptism (see Col. 2:11–12). But even more, we see the complete obedience and total dedication of Jesus to the will of God. Jesus already belonged to God as the Son to the Father in the Trinity. When he came to earth, however, he also belonged to God in obedience. From the very beginning of his life, he fulfilled all righteousness by keeping God’s law. The Bible says, “when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law” (Gal. 4:4–5). 


   In his circumcision, Jesus received the lawful sign of the covenant. In his presentation, Jesus was consecrated to God, as the law required. Then all through the rest of his life, he lived in perfect obedience to the whole will of God. He did this for our salvation. We are saved by Christ’s death on the cross, but we are also saved by his life on earth, in which he fulfilled all the righteousness that we owe to God. 


   

   

 

SIMEON’S SONG 

   When Jesus was presented at the temple, two godly old saints were waiting to receive him. One of the characteristics of Luke’s literary style is to present people in pairs, like Mary and Elizabeth, or John the Baptist and Jesus. Here he introduces us to a man of faith and a woman of prayer. These were the people who first found the joy of salvation in Christ: an ordinary man and woman who walked with God. 


   The man of faith was Simeon: “Now there was a man in Jerusalem, whose name was Simeon, and this man was righteous and devout, waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. And it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ” (Luke 2:25–26). 


   We do not know much about Simeon’s personal circumstances. He may have been a priest, but the Bible does not say. The main thing we know about him is his character: he was a righteous and godly man who was waiting for the coming of Christ—the Lord’s anointed. He believed that God would comfort his people, and by a special promise he knew that one day he would see the Messiah with his very own eyes. 


   Once he had this promise, Simeon patiently waited for its fulfillment. This is what it means to be a believer: it means waiting in faith for God to do what he has promised. How often Simeon must have walked the streets of the city, waiting for the salvation that God had promised to give. We can imagine him watching parents present their children at the temple—perhaps even pulling their baby clothes back, peering into their tiny faces, and wondering which child would be the Christ. 


   Then one day the Holy Spirit led Simeon into the outer courtyard, where he met the desire of his trusting heart. In the providence of God, he was in the right place at the right time to see the Christ. The Bible says: “He came in the Spirit into the temple, and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the Law, he took him up in his arms and blessed God” (Luke 2:27–28). Simeon’s heart soared, and by the revelation of the Holy Spirit, he uttered a prophetic word: 


    	Lord, now you are letting your servant depart in peace,
　　 	according to your word;
 	for my eyes have seen your salvation
　　 	that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples,
 	a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
　　 	and for glory to your people Israel. (Luke 2:29–32)


   


   These verses seem to tell the story “of a slave who is instructed by his master to keep watch through the long, dark night on a high place to wait for the rising of a special star and then to announce it. After wearisome hours of waiting he at last sees the star rising in all its brightness. He announces it and is then discharged from keeping watch any longer.”4 In this case, God had called Simeon to watch and wait for the star of salvation, the rising of God’s Son. Now Simeon’s eyes had finally seen the glory. He had seen Jesus, and in Jesus he had seen the salvation of his God. 


   Of course neither Simeon nor anyone else is saved simply by the birth of Jesus. Jesus still had to live a perfect life, die an atoning death, and rise to eternal glory. There is no salvation without the cross and the empty tomb. But already at this point Simeon could see that salvation had come in the person of Jesus Christ, and therefore that God would do everything else to save him. The child in his arms was not simply part of his salvation, but salvation itself. Jesus is all that anyone needs to be saved. 


   The coming of Christ had one very important implication for Simeon: It meant that he was ready to die. This is why he began his prophecy with words of dismissal—the words that give his song its Latin title Nunc dimittis, which means “now you are dismissing.” The Nunc dimittis is Luke’s fourth and final Christmas carol—a hymn of praise for the newborn Christ. Here is how the poet T. S. Eliot paraphrased it: 


    	My life is light, waiting for the death wind,
 	Like a feather on the back of my hand.
 	Dust in sunlight and memory in corners
 	Wait for the wind that chills towards the dead land. . . .
 	Now at this birth season of decease,
 	Let the Infant, the still unspeaking and unspoken Word,
 	Grant Israel’s consolation
 	To one who has eighty years and no to-morrow. . . .
 	I am tired with my own life and the lives of those after me,
 	I am dying in my own death and the deaths of those after me.
 	Let thy servant depart,
 	Having seen thy salvation.5


   


   Simeon began his song by speaking of his final departure, his dismissal unto death. Some people (like T. S. Eliot) infer from this that he was an old man. That may be true; however, Luke never tells us how old he was. All he tells us is that once Simeon had seen Jesus, he was ready to die—to be released from his watch post. This was partly because of the special promise that he would not see death until he had seen the Christ. But the principle also has a wider application. Anyone who has seen Jesus with the eyes of faith is prepared to die. And anyone who has not seen him—whether young or old—is not ready to die at all. When we see Jesus and his salvation, we are ready to be dismissed from this life in peace and enter the life to come. Have you seen Jesus by faith? Have you seen him crucified for your sins? Have you seen him raised for your salvation? It is then and only then that you are prepared to die. 


   The baby in Simeon’s arms was not only for Simeon to see, or just for the Jews, but for everyone. In the Gospel of Luke, every time someone prophesies about Jesus we learn a little bit more about who he is and what he came to do. Simeon is the one who takes the gospel and makes it global. Earlier, when the angel spoke to the shepherds, the good news about the coming of Christ was specifically for the people of Israel (Luke 2:10). But Simeon had good news for the whole world. The salvation that God provided in Jesus is for everyone to see. It is for “all peoples” (Luke 2:31). To make his meaning clear, Simeon went on to specify that Jesus came for the Gentiles as much as he came for the Jews. 


   This is the basis for our evangelistic outreach around the world. Simeon’s prophecy was about global evangelism. Jesus is God’s light to the nations. The whole world is covered with darkness through sin, but Jesus has come to dispel the darkness, to shine the light of salvation into every dark corner of every dim heart. It is because of him that we have a gospel we can take to all nations and offer to everyone. We can say to people, “Look, here is salvation. Jesus Christ is God’s light for the world. See him and be saved.” This was the sermon in Simeon’s song. 


   

   

 

THE SWORD OF SUFFERING 

   Mary and Joseph were amazed to hear the good news of the global gospel. Even if they did not fully understand it, they rejoiced in it. Luke says, with reference to the baby Jesus, “his father and his mother marveled at what was said about him” (Luke 2:33). What a remarkable promise to make about a poor child whose parents could barely scrape together enough pigeons to make an offering. Who in Israel would believe that their little boy would become the Savior of the world? 


   But then Simeon drew the blade that pierced Mary’s soul. He uttered a further prophecy, and with it the dark shadow of the cross fell on the mother and child: “Simeon blessed them and said to Mary his mother, ‘Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed’” (Luke 2:34–36). 


   With these words, Simeon offered the first hint of the great suffering that Jesus would endure to bring salvation. From the former prophecies of Mary, Zechariah, and the angels, we have learned about the glory and greatness of Jesus Christ. We have heard of his royal kingship, his divine lordship, and the peace he brings to his people. But here we learn that he will also be the object of opposition. Jesus is the “sign that is opposed” (Luke 2:35). People will despise him, reject him, and take their stand against him. In the end, of course, they nailed him to a tree and left him to die. 


   This was the sword that pierced Mary’s soul. Despite her intense joy over the birth of her firstborn son, the day would come when she would suffer a grief of such anguish that it would strike her to the heart. God used this prophecy to prepare Mary for the crucifixion, so that in the end she would believe and be saved. As she watched Jesus grow up, she always remembered what Simeon had said. And when she finally found herself at the foot of the cross, she knew that the prophecy had come true. The piercing sword was the death of her beloved son. 


   Simeon’s prophecy shows that from the beginning, God had a mission for Jesus that required him to suffer and die for sinners. The crucifixion was not some surprising and unexpected development, but the fulfillment of a preordained plan. 


   God’s plan was for the salvation of his people. It was not for the salvation of everyone, however, which is why Simeon spoke about people falling as well as rising. In his song Simeon identified Jesus as the Savior whom God had prepared “in the presence of all peoples” (Luke 2:31). This might lead us to think that all people everywhere will be saved. Indeed, this is what some people think today, like the well-known Christian writer who said, “All will be redeemed in God’s fullness of time, all, not just the small portion of the population who have been given the grace to know and accept Christ. All the strayed and stolen sheep. All the little lost ones.”6


   However attractive this may sound to some people, it is not the biblical truth. Jesus came to judge as well as to save. Notice again what Simeon says: “Behold, this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is opposed . . . , so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed” (Luke 2:34–35). Jesus exposes what is really in our hearts. If we are truly humbled by our sin, then we will see our need for grace and be drawn to Jesus, who will make us rise to glory. In fact, the word that Simeon uses for rising (anastasin) is used elsewhere in the New Testament for resurrection.7 Everyone who believes in Jesus will rise to heaven, to the glory of God. 


   Yet some people refuse to be humbled by their sin. They stand proud, not recognizing their need to be forgiven. Thinking that they can make it on their own, they are offended by the idea that salvation comes only through Christ and his cross. Why would anyone else have to die for their sins? For them, Jesus only gets in the way. He is something they cannot get around, something they keep tripping over. This is what Simeon meant when he said that Jesus would cause the “fall of many in Israel.” Jesus is a stumbling block (see Isa. 8:14; 1 Cor. 1:23). Although some receive him by faith, others reject him in unbelief. They “speak against this sign of God’s love that has been offered to them, for it searches men’s hearts and some will be scandalized by a salvation which can only be achieved by way of the cross.”8


   This is the way it has always been. When people truly understand the claims of Christ, most of them are scandalized. This explains why some of our family members scorn our commitment to Christ. It explains why there is so much resistance to Christian truth on the secular college campus. It explains why other world religions are all united in their opposition to Christianity. This is the very thing that Jesus came to do: to reveal the true inward condition of every heart, whether in faith or unbelief. When people are opposed to Christians, it is because they are opposed to Christ. Whatever opposition we face is a sign that he is truly present in us. 


   What is your response to Jesus? Are you for him or against him? Will you rise or will you fall? This is the great question of life and death, because what God will do with us for all eternity depends on what we do with Jesus right now. He is the Great Divide. God uses his cross to reveal our true character, working out his eternal decrees of election and reprobation. There is no neutrality. Either we are with Jesus or we are against him. And if we are against him, we will fall down to spiritual death, down to physical death, and down to hell itself. 


   Luke tells us this so that we will come to faith in Jesus Christ—not falling, but rising: “Those who imagine themselves to be strong and high, who rely on their own merit and power, will come to woeful ruin and undoing, because in their pride they do not realize their own need and doom and do not take refuge in Christ. But the humble ones, those who bend low at His feet with confession of sin and faith in Him, will be raised up by His mighty arm to eternal life.”9


   

   

 

ANNA’S STORY 

   Anna was rising. She was the second person who was waiting for salvation at the temple—a woman of prayer. According to Luke, 


    	There was a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She 	was advanced in years, having lived with her husband seven years from when she was 	a virgin, and then as a widow until she was eighty-four [more literally, for eighty-four 	years]. She did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fasting and prayer night 	and day. And coming up at that very hour she began to give thanks to God and to speak 	of him to all who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem. (Luke 2:36–38) 


   


   Anna was a great woman of God. It is typical of Luke to write about her because—and this was unusual for a man of his era—he seems to have taken special notice of the spiritual lives of women. But then this is typical of the Bible generally, which everywhere affirms the full dignity of women and honors their service to God. 


   Luke tells us several important things about Anna. She was a prophetess—that is, a woman who spoke for God. This is a rare word in Scripture. Although many men served as prophets, traditionally the Jews counted only seven prophetesses in the Old Testament. There are several more in the New Testament, but it was still an uncommon calling. Anna had the rare privilege of knowing and proclaiming God’s will for his people. 


   Anna was also a widow—an old widow. Sadly, her husband had died after only seven years of marriage. Since girls married so young in those days, she may have been no more than twenty when he died. This meant that Anna still had eighty more years to serve the Lord. Her life shows what it means to serve God through all the seasons of life. There was a time when Anna was a young virgin. In those days she served God by getting to know him and by preserving her purity. When she got married, she served God primarily by loving and helping her husband. But after only seven years of marriage, God called her to be a widow. He released her from the duty of caring for a family so that she could live in single-hearted devotion to him. What is your situation? Whatever God calls you to do—at whatever stage of life—serve him in the appropriate way, living for his glory. 


   Anna served God by offering him her praise. She participated in public worship, never missing a service. She also fasted. Fasting is an expression of our total dependence on God for both physical and spiritual life. It is a help to prayer because our physical hunger reminds us of our true spiritual need for God. From the example of Anna and others we learn that fasting is an ordinary part of a healthy spiritual life. Then Anna prayed. It seems appropriate that she was the daughter of Phanuel, because Phanuel means “face of God,” and this is what Anna was seeking: the face of God. Like many godly old women, she had a special calling to pray. 


   The old widow—I say “old” because she was more than eighty at the time, and may have been more than a hundred—did all of these things without ceasing. Because of her deep spiritual hunger for God, she practically lived at the temple, staying there to worship God both night and day. She was not trying to earn any special favor with God; she was simply living out the joy of knowing him. Her works were the proof of her faith as she waited for her salvation. 


   Is it any wonder that Anna was the woman who knew that Jesus was the Christ? She saw Simeon hold the Christ-child in his arms, “and coming up at that very hour she began to give thanks to God and to speak of him to all who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38). Anna recognized her redeemer—the Savior whom God sent to rescue his people by suffering and dying for their sins. 


   As soon as Anna saw Jesus, she did what everyone who comes to Christ should do. She thanked God for the gift of her salvation in Christ, the consolation of her widow’s heart. Then she began to tell other people about Jesus and his redemption. The news was too good for Anna to keep to herself: she had to share it with everyone she knew. So like the shepherds, she became one of the first evangelists. Her life was all about worship and witness. 


   What is your life all about? Have you seen Jesus? Have you recognized him as your Savior from sin? If you have, praise God for the free gift of your salvation. Speak words about Jesus into the lives of your family and friends so that they can trust him too. And wait for Jesus, living in the hope that he will come again. 


   We can see Jesus even more clearly than Anna and Simeon did. We see him not only in his birth, but also in his death and resurrection, knowing for sure that in him we have the forgiveness of sins and the promise of eternal life. We also have the Holy Spirit to help us follow their example by looking in faith and waiting in prayer. J. C. Ryle wrote: “If they, with so few helps and so many discouragements, lived such a life of faith, how much more ought we with a finished Bible and a full Gospel. Let us strive, like them, to walk by faith and look forward.”10


   When I think of men of faith and women of prayer, I remember my grandparents—Frank and Eva Ryken. Like Simeon, my grandfather was a man who had seen salvation and was ready to depart in peace. I can remember as a young boy going to see him the day that he went in for heart bypass surgery. As he sat on the edge of his bed, with his feet dangling below his hospital gown, he told us how he had met with Jesus in the night, gaining full assurance of the gospel he had always believed. He told us that he was ready to die. And like Anna, my grandmother was a woman of prayer. As her horizons narrowed in the last years of her life, she retreated more and more into the privacy of her own room, where she experienced an extraordinary intimacy with Christ that surpassed her earlier days. As she waited for Jesus, her life itself became a prayer. 


   I suppose I will spend the rest of my life wanting somehow to be like all those old saints—seeing Jesus and waiting for him. Don’t you want to be like them, too? 
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 THE BOY JESUS

   Luke 2:39–52   


   
     And when they had performed everything according to the Law of the Lord, they returned 	into Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. And the child grew and became strong, 	filled with wisdom. And the favor of God was upon him. (Luke 2:39–40) 


   

   One summer in the early 1970s the good people at the Topps chewing gum company printed baseball cards with “Boyhood Photos of the Stars.” Each card featured an old black-and-white photograph of a baseball all-star when he was a young boy. There was also a small picture in the corner that showed what he looked like as a major leaguer, for comparison. It was fascinating to discover that these great baseball players had once been little boys, and fun to imagine what it was like to grow up being someone like Brooks Robinson or Johnny Bench. 


   Luke gives us a similar snapshot in his Gospel. After announcing the birth of Jesus Christ, and before presenting his public ministry, Luke shows us what Jesus was like as a young boy—the story of his visit to the temple in Jerusalem. It is a vivid portrait. In the words of one commentator, Luke 


    	gives us the only glimpse that we have of the boy Jesus, with a boy’s hunger for 	knowledge and yearning for future service, this boy who already had the consciousness 	of a peculiar relationship to God his Father, and yet who went back to Nazareth in 	obedience to Joseph and Mary to toil at the carpenter’s bench for eighteen more years. 	. . . No one who did not love and understand children could have so graphically pictured 	the boyhood of Jesus in this one short paragraph.1


   


   Presumably, there were many things that Luke could have told us about the childhood of Jesus Christ. But of all the things that Jesus said and did during his first thirty years, this is the only incident recorded in the Bible. Therefore, it must have special significance. What does this story tell us about Jesus? What can we learn about the mysterious union of his deity with his humanity? What can we discover about his saving mission on earth? In this passage we see Jesus growing in stature, growing in wisdom, and learning obedience to his Father in heaven. 


   

   

 

JESUS GREW IN STATURE 

   Luke sets the stage for his story by shifting the scene from Bethlehem and Jerusalem back to Nazareth. He does not mention the adoration of the magi or the flight to Egypt as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew. Perhaps he simply assumed that people were familiar with those episodes from the life of Christ. In any case, what Luke says is thoroughly consistent with Matthew: “And when they had performed everything according to the Law of the Lord, they returned into Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth” (Luke 2:39). 


   This little village, which was in the north near Galilee, became the Savior’s hometown. Luke summarizes his childhood there by compressing the first twelve years of his life into a single verse: “And the child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom. And the favor of God was upon him” (Luke 2:40). There is a similar summary at the end of the chapter, where Luke describes his life from adolescence to adulthood: “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52). These verses testify to the physical, intellectual, spiritual, and relational development of the Son of God. 


   His physical development is the easiest for us to understand. We know that when God the Son became a man he took on a human body. The baby in the manger was a real baby with all the physical needs that any baby has. As an infant Jesus woke up in the middle of the night hungry. He needed to be nursed, burped, and changed. 


   We also know that when Jesus was an adult he suffered all the limitations of our physical existence. He grew tired and hungry; he needed to eat and sleep. His temptation to turn stones into bread was a real temptation, faced when he was on the verge of starvation. And most importantly of all, it was a real body that Jesus offered on the cross for our sins. It was flesh like ours that was torn and bloodied by the nails. This was the only way that he could save us, for as the Bible declares, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed” (1 Peter 2:24). 


   But what happened to the body of Christ between the manger and the cross? Luke tells us that he “grew and became strong” (Luke 2:40). Jesus went through all the ordinary stages of physical development. He had to crawl like a baby before he could walk like a man. First he was a newborn. Six months later he could sit up. Then he learned to use his hands and his feet to move around. Somewhere around age one the Son of God became a toddler as he learned how to walk. Then he turned into a little boy, and almost before his parents knew it, Jesus was a teenager. 


   So Jesus grew from infancy through adolescence to adulthood. “What a big boy you are!” his parents would say when he was little. “You’re getting bigger. Soon you’ll be taller than I am!” When we read that Jesus “increased in stature” (Luke 2:52), we can almost imagine his parents keeping his growth chart on the wall of their family home in Nazareth. This is part of what we mean when we say that God the Son became a man. Jesus came to save us in the body, and to do this he took on all the difficulties and possibilities of our physical existence. 


   

   

 

JESUS GREW IN WISDOM 

   But this is not all that we mean. We also mean that Jesus was growing intellectually: 


    	The great historic doctrine of the church is that the Son of God became a real man—not 	just someone who only appeared to be a man. When he was born, God the Son placed 	the exercise of his all-powerfulness and all-presence and all-knowingness under the 	direction of God the Father. He did not give up those attributes, but he submitted 	their exercise in his life to the Father’s discretion. Though he was sinless, he 	had a real human body, mind, and emotions—complete with their inherent weaknesses.2


   


   This is the doctrine of the incarnation, that God the Son became a man, that the divine person of the Son assumed a human nature. Understand what this doctrine teaches: Jesus had a human mind as well as a human body. Many Christians think they believe in the incarnation, when what they actually believe is that Jesus had the mind of God in the body of a man. But this is the ancient heresy of Apollinarianism. What the Bible actually teaches is a full incarnation in which the divine nature and the human nature are joined in the one person of Jesus Christ. Because these two natures are united in one person, both divine and human attributes are properly connected to the person of Jesus Christ. His humanity was a full humanity, including reason, will, and emotions. How could we say that God became a man unless he had a human mind as well as a human body? 


   Like his body, the mind of Christ had to develop. If we doubt this, all we need to do is look again at the Scripture, which says that Jesus “increased in wisdom” (Luke 2:52). Here Luke “expressly tells us that the intellectual, moral and spiritual growth of Jesus as a Child was just as real as His physical growth. He was completely subject to the ordinary laws of physical and intellectual development.”3 As he submitted to the very laws that he had created, Jesus was taught things that he did not know. Donald MacLeod explains that he “had a human mind, subject to the same laws of perception, memory, logic and development as our own. . . . He observed and learned and remembered and applied. This would have been impossible if he had been born in possession of a complete body of wisdom and knowledge. Instead, he was born with the mental equipment of a normal child, experienced the usual stimuli and went through the ordinary processes of intellectual development.”4


   A critical difference is that Jesus did this without sin. His development was unhindered by depravity, and thus his intellect advanced to its full capacity. He was never lazy, but always tried to learn as much as he could. He exercised good stewardship of his intellectual abilities, achieving the maximum potential of the human mind. However, this does not mean that he was omniscient, as far as his human nature was concerned. With respect to his divine nature, yes, Jesus knew all things, but not with respect to his human nature. The human mind is not omniscient; there are boundaries to its knowledge. Here we stand at the threshold of one of the great mysteries of the incarnation. God the Son took on the intellectual as well as the physical limitations of our humanity. If we believe in the incarnation, then we must believe this. Jesus Christ was a real human person—body, mind, and soul. 


   Perhaps some examples will help put this into perspective. Consider some of the things that Jesus did not know. When Jesus was two, he was not able to perform the complex computations of differential calculus; he couldn’t even “solve for x.” When he was six, he did not know the percentage of hydrogen in Jupiter’s atmosphere, or the distance from Earth to Alpha Centauri. When he was ten, he could not recite the capital cities of Africa or the presidents of the United States. With respect to his divine nature, these were things that he had always known, but with respect to his human nature, they were among the many things that he did not know during his time on earth. John Calvin went so far as to say that there would be “no impropriety in saying that Christ, who knew all things, was ignorant of something in respect of his perception as a man.”5 Apart from special revelation by the Spirit, Jesus did not know anything that was outside of his experience or beyond the capacity of a human mind at that age to know. These were the rules of engagement for his mission to save the world. 


   I say “apart from special revelation” because the Gospels give many examples of Jesus having supernatural knowledge. Sometimes he knew exactly what people were thinking, or what would happen in the future. Jesus had access to this information by virtue of his deity. Yet he did not know these things because as a man he was omniscient (any more than the prophets were omniscient, although they too received special revelation from God—there is a difference between infinite knowledge and supernatural knowledge, which may be limited in scope).6 Jesus knew these things as much or more because God the Father revealed them by God the Holy Spirit. Jesus learned the will of God through both general and special revelation. For anything beyond ordinary human knowledge, Jesus could depend on the revelation of God. The Father revealed as much as the Son needed to know. But as a man he also knew things the old-fashioned way: he learned them. This is why the Bible says that Jesus “increased in wisdom” (Luke 2:52), that he “learned obedience through what he suffered” (Heb. 5:8), and even that there were things that he did not know (Mark 5:30; 13:32). 


   These statements stagger the mind. If we sometimes take the incarnation for granted, it can only be because we have not wrestled with its full implications. What infinite condescension it was for God the Son to become a man, with all the limitations of our humanity, except for sin. This too is part of what he suffered for our sake. What gratitude this gives us for the salvation we have in Christ, and what encouragement to know that he can sympathize with our weakness. There were things that Jesus had to learn, things he did not understand all at once, even things he had to take on faith. Our Savior understands what it is like to go through all the growing pains of life. 


   

   

 

THE LOST BOY 

   As the body of Jesus grew in stature, his mind grew in wisdom. Jesus also grew in his personal relationships with other people and with his Father God. Luke tells us that “the favor of God was upon him” (Luke 2:40), and that he “increased in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52). 


   In between these two summary statements, Luke tells us the famous story of the boy Jesus in Jerusalem. Luke probably heard this story from Mary, who “treasured up all these things in her heart” (Luke 2:51). At first Mary and Joseph “did not understand the saying that he [Jesus] spoke to them” at the temple (Luke 2:50), but for years afterwards Mary tried to figure out what it meant. Of all the things that happened during his boyhood years, this was the one that most clearly declared his destiny. 


   Going to Jerusalem was an annual occurrence for Jesus and his family. Luke tells us, “his parents went to Jerusalem every year at the Feast of the Passover. And when he was twelve years old, they went up according to custom” (Luke 2:41–42). Only Joseph was required to go, but this was a godly family, so they all made the annual pilgrimage for Passover, which was one of the three major festivals in Israel’s religious calendar. Mary and Joseph had made a covenant to raise their child right, and this included leading him in the public worship of God—a practice he maintained when he was an adult. 


   Going to Passover must have been a great experience for a twelve-yearold boy. The streets of Jerusalem were crammed with as many as two hundred thousand pilgrims and one hundred thousand sheep for sacrifices. At that age Jesus may well have had the run of the city, with all its sights and sounds. He would have feasted with friends. He would have gone up to the temple to pray and sing psalms. On the night of Passover he would have worshiped with his family. As his father prepared the sacrificial lamb, Jesus would have heard the story of salvation all over again. Joseph would have reminded his eldest son how God rescued his people from slavery and delivered them from death in Egypt. 


   All of this had special significance the year that Jesus turned twelve. In another year he would be thirteen, the age at which a young man became a full member of the synagogue. So Jesus was preparing to become “a son of the law,” or as we say it today, bar mitzvah. The rabbis said that when a boy turned twelve, it was time for him to go up to Jerusalem with his father and learn the rituals for Passover, which is why Luke says that Jesus “went up according to custom” (Luke 2:42). This was the year for him to learn what it meant to be a man. 


   It was also the year of a famous mix-up: “And when the feast was ended, as they were returning, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem. His parents did not know it, but supposing him to be in the group they went a day’s journey, but then they began to search for him among their relatives and acquaintances, and when they did not find him, they returned to Jerusalem, searching for him” (Luke 2:43–45). 


   As far as Mary and Joseph were concerned, Jesus was lost. To understand how this happened, it helps to know that for reasons of safety and fellowship, pilgrims did not travel as individual families in those days, but in large caravans. We may infer that Jesus, Mary, and Joseph belonged to the kind of vibrant spiritual community that we pray to find in the church: a happy fellowship of family and friends who worship God and love to serve him together. They were probably traveling in two large groups, for 


    	it was the custom in those days that when a company of festival pilgrims went on 	their return-journey the women went on ahead with the younger children and the men 	followed them. The bigger boys then traveled either along with the fathers or with 	the mothers. Joseph, therefore, may have thought, when he did not notice Jesus, that 	He was with Mary, and Mary probably thought that He was with Joseph. In addition, 	it was a definite custom that in the evening, after the day’s journey, the whole 	traveling company came together for the night at a place previously arranged.7


   


   Mary and Joseph had so much confidence in their oldest son that they trusted him to be where they thought he was supposed to be. We can sympathize with their growing sense of panic when they discovered that Jesus was missing. Nothing is more frightening than to lose a child. We can well imagine the urgent questions they asked: “Where’s Jesus?” “Has anyone seen Jesus?” “When was the last time you saw him?” We can also imagine the lump in Mary’s throat as she searched for her son, and the ache in her mother’s heart when she realized that he could be a whole day’s journey away. Was this the sword that would pierce her soul? She may have wondered. Meanwhile, gentle Joseph would have tried to reassure her: “Don’t worry, Mary,” he might have said. “Jesus will be all right. You’ll see. God will take care of him.” 


   

   

 

IN HIS FATHER’S HOUSE 

   For all the drama of parents looking for their firstborn son, what Mary and Joseph went through during those anxious days is not the main point of this passage. The primary verb does not relate to them, but to their boy Jesus: “he stayed behind” (Luke 2:43). Jesus remained in Jerusalem, at the temple. This was the place that satisfied his soul. He wanted to learn as much as he could about the Scriptures and the promise of salvation. Thus he was irresistibly drawn to the house of God. He wanted to stay in his Father’s presence, lingering at the place where his heart could echo the joy he had always experienced as the eternal and preexistent Son. 


   So it was that on the third day, when Mary and Joseph finally found Jesus, he was in the first place they ought to have looked—at home in the house of his Father: “After three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers” (Luke 2:46–47). 


   Jesus was sitting in the temple courts, having a seminar with learned theologians. It is sometimes thought that he was the one doing the teaching, testing the Bible scholars to see how much they knew. Yet Jesus was learning as well as teaching. The Bible says that he was “listening” to the teachers. It also says that he was “asking them questions.” This was the style of theological instruction in those days: education by disputation. Students questioned their rabbis to learn what they had to teach. So it was natural enough for a boy to sit at the feet of his teachers—especially a boy who was about to become “a son of the law”—and talk theology. 


   What was unusual in this case was the boy’s extraordinary precocity. As the dialogue went back and forth, it was obvious that the boy Jesus had an exceptional knowledge of theology. He was not omniscient with regard to his human nature, because he was still learning. But he had a passion for studying the Scriptures. He believed all the words and promises of the Bible. He had spiritual wisdom to apply them to daily life. And he knew God, which is the foundation for all true knowledge, because his sinless heart was in trusting communion with his Father in heaven. 


   The questions this twelve-year-old asked were so perceptive and the answers he gave so lucid that everyone was amazed, including the child’s parents, who apparently had no idea that Jesus was becoming such an accomplished theologian: “And when his parents saw him, they were astonished” (Luke 2:48). But Mary, at least, did not remain astonished for long. Her indignation quickly returned as she interrupted the scholars to scold her son: “And his mother said to him, ‘Son, why have you treated us so? Behold, your father and I have been searching for you in great distress’” (2:48). 


   Spoken like a true mother, right down to that reproachful phrase “your father and I.” It is easy for us to sympathize with Mary. We appreciate her affection for her firstborn son, and her anxious concern for his safety. We understand her emotions, and how her relief at finding Jesus naturally turned into anger over all the worry she had been through. No doubt if we had been in Mary’s place we would have given Jesus the same kind of reprimand. She was still trying to understand who Jesus was and what he had come to do. Thus there were times when she faced the temptation that all parents face to raise a child more out of fear over what could go wrong than by faith in what God would do. Mary’s question came from her fears. 


   What is more important is the answer that Jesus gave: “And he said to them, ‘Why were you looking for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?’” (Luke 2:49). These are the first recorded words of Jesus Christ. They form the climax of this episode, which Luke seems to have included in his Gospel specifically so that he could record this saying. What the boy Jesus said was monumental in what it revealed about his true identity as the Son of God and revolutionary in its implications for our own relationship to God as our Father. 


   Jesus referred to God as “my Father.” This intimate expression was totally new. No one had ever said anything like it before. To be sure, the fatherhood of God is present in the Old Testament. There are at least a dozen places where the Scripture refers to God as Father. However, those who are speaking always refer to themselves in the plural. That is, people spoke of God as “our Father,” but no one ever called him “my Father.” God’s paternity was more a general concept than a personal relationship. Even men like Moses and David, who enjoyed special intimacy with God, never dared to claim that he was their Father.8 But Jesus said it as if it were the most natural thing in the world. If the temple was God’s house, then it was his Father’s house, because he knew that God was his Father. 


   Here we are drawn into mysteries of the triune being of God. We have already pondered the mystery of the incarnation, that the divine Son of God had a human nature in every sense of the word. Here we are reminded that the one true God exists in three persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. As the incarnate Son, Jesus knew God as Father even when he was a boy. Liberal theologians claim that at age twelve he had only “vague stirrings of his own identity.”9 But the Scripture shows that the boy Jesus knew who he was. He had complete confidence that he was the Son of God. Already at this young age he was speaking to God the way he would always speak to him when he was a man, and the way he taught us to speak to God, calling him “Father.” 


   This meant that when Jesus was at the temple, he was right where he was supposed to be. He was not sinning against his earthly parents. He was not disobeying any instructions they had given him about when to be where. He was exactly where they should have expected to find him. As his mother and father, Mary and Joseph had a right to expect him to be where he was supposed to be. But in this case they made the wrong assumption about where that was. By pointing this out, Jesus was not trying to be some sort of smart aleck. It was just so obvious that he was frankly amazed that his parents didn’t know where to find him. They were only his earthly parents, but his real Father was God in heaven. So Jesus said, “I must be in my Father’s house” (Luke 2:49). This was a matter of divine compulsion. Given his unique identity as the Father’s Son, Jesus had to be at the temple. The temple was God’s dwelling place on earth, and therefore it was the place for the Son to commune with the Father. In addition to all the other ways that he was growing, the boy Jesus (the incarnate Son of God, human as well as divine) was growing in his relationship to God. 


   

   

 

PERFECT SUBMISSION 

   In this Father-Son relationship, the Son was called to do his Father’s will. To see this, it helps to know that there is another way to interpret what Jesus said. Literally he said, “I must be in the things of my Father” (Luke 2:49). In context, this refers to the temple.10 However, it also has a wider application. Jesus was called to be about his Father’s business. This is why he was at the temple: it was the place where his Father transacted his business, and Jesus had come to do his Father’s work. Geldenhuys writes: 


    	It is remarkable that the first words of Jesus quoted in the Gospel narrative are 	these words in which He so clearly refers to His divine Sonship, and in which He 	points to His life’s vocation to be about His Father’s business—to serve and glorify 	Him in all things and at all times. The words indicate a divine inevitability: Jesus 	must be busy with the interests of His Father. With Him it is, however, not a case 	of external compulsion—His whole nature yearns to serve and obey His Father voluntarily.11


   


   Jesus was always “in the things of his Father.” Later he would say, “I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will of him who sent me” (John 6:38), and “I always do the things that are pleasing to him” (John 8:29). Jesus was always minding his Father’s business, doing his Father’s work, and submitting to his Father’s will. It was this obedience that finally led him to the cross. When the time came for Jesus to die for our sins, he said to his Father what he had been saying with his whole life: “Thy will be done.” 


   There is a perfect example of his submission at the end of Luke 2. After Jesus explained to his parents why he had to be at the temple, “he went down with them and came to Nazareth and was submissive to them” (Luke 2:51). Jesus went back to Nazareth, back to the family business, and back to obeying his parents. If ever a child had the right to demand his own way, it was Jesus of Nazareth. He was God the Son! Yet it is the will of God for children to obey their parents. Therefore, as long as Jesus was a boy, he submitted to Mary and Joseph, his mother and father. With all humility, he cheerfully and willingly obeyed their God-given authority. 


   We often struggle with submission. As children we do not always want to obey our parents. As wives we do not always want to respect our husbands. As workers we do not always want to obey our bosses. As church members we do not always want to listen to our pastors and elders. As citizens we do not always want to follow our leaders. We are tempted to do exactly the opposite, to insist on our own way. But God calls us to serve him by submitting to the people he has placed in positions of authority. Rather than struggling with this, Jesus embraced it. When we learn to embrace it the way that Jesus did, then we too will enjoy God’s favor. 


   Jesus submitted to God’s will for our salvation. God the Son became a human being, with a mind and a body like ours. He grew through the stages of life, facing all the struggles that we face. He endured the physical limitations of the body and did the hard intellectual work of learning the ways of God in the world. He submitted to God’s will, even to the point of obeying his parents. Jesus did all this so that he could live a perfect life and then offer himself as the perfect sacrifice for our sins. 


   God calls us to believe in Jesus for our salvation. Then he calls us to follow his example in the way that we live. This means growing in stature, taking good care of the bodies that God has given us. It means growing in wisdom, expanding our minds by learning as much as we can, especially about the Bible and theology. It means growing in our love for God, learning to call him Father. It means serving God by submitting to the people he has placed in authority. And when we find it difficult to do these things—when we must endure the sufferings of the body, or wrestle with things it is hard for us to understand, or submit to imperfect authority—we can pray for Jesus to help us. Jesus understands. From the time that he was a boy, he experienced all of these difficulties himself, and now that he has reached his full and glorious maturity, he has grace to help us in all our need. 
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 BE PREPARED

   Luke 3:1–14
   


   As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet, “The voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight. Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall become straight, and the rough places shall become level ways, and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.’” (Luke 3:4–6) 


   You know what you people are? You’re all a bunch of hypocrites! You go to church on Sunday, but then you forget about God the rest of the week. You’re living a double life. You say that you belong to God, but then you secretly go indulge in all kinds of sinful pleasures. You live in your nice big houses and drive around in your fancy cars, but you never do anything to help the poor. You snakes! Do you really think that God is going to save you just because you’ve been baptized and belong to an evangelical church? Listen, unless you turn away from your sins, you’re going straight to hell.” 


   This was the kind of message that John the Baptist preached in the wilderness. His sermons may not have been very “seeker sensitive,” but they can hardly be faulted for a lack of courage! John wasn’t trying to win friends and influence people; he was trying to get them to repent. Therefore, he spoke with holy boldness, bluntly confronting their sin. I am reminded of the nineteenth-century Methodist preacher Peter Cartwright, who once preached to President Andrew Jackson. Before the service he was warned not to say anything out of line. So when Cartwright got up to preach, he said, “I understand Andrew Jackson is here. I have been requested to be guarded in my remarks. Andrew Jackson will go to hell if he doesn’t repent.” The congregation was shocked, but afterwards the president shook Cartwright’s hand and said, “Sir, if I had a regiment of men like you, I could whip the world.”1


   Like Peter Cartwright—though perhaps unlike most preachers—John the Baptist was not afraid to offend. His outspoken ministry led the great Anglican preacher J. C. Ryle to comment that it would be well “for the Church of Christ, if it possessed more plain-speaking ministers, like John the Baptist, in these latter days. . . . There is no charity in flattering unconverted people, by abstaining from any mention of their vices, or in applying smooth epithets to damnable sins.”2 Surely no one ever accused John the Baptist of flattery. Here was a man who cared enough to confront! 


   

   

 

THE VOICE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS 

   Admittedly, John was a little odd. Matthew tells us that he lived in the wilderness, wearing wild clothes and eating wild food (Matt. 3:4). Even in those days he was considered strange, which is why people talked about him all over Israel. But the main thing John did was to preach. The Gospels present him as a man of action, striding across Israel and preaching reformation. Auguste Rodin expressed this beautifully in his sculpture of John the Baptist. Rodin’s Baptist has long unruly hair and an animal skin around his waist. He is in mid-stride, with a finger raised, his head turned to the side, and his lips parted, as if in mid-sentence. The sculpture captures the essence of John’s ministry. However odd people thought he was, the man was alive with passion for preaching the Word of God. 


   Luke begins his account of John’s ministry by introducing it in the formal style: “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the wilderness” (Luke 3:1–2). This elegant introduction is the beginning of the middle of Luke’s Gospel. Its purpose is to locate the ministry of John the Baptist and the life of Jesus Christ in time and space. The events in this Gospel really happened. They are as real as anything on the evening news. In the words of one commentator, “Only a historian could have written like this, a man with an orderly mind, giving in a series of clauses duly subordinated to the main verb that is to follow, the names of all the officials of the country round in a particular year, and in order. . . . The number of officials, named with an accuracy only possible to one writing in the period that he describes, shows Luke’s carefulness to prove that his narrative may be tested by reference to contemporary official records.”3


   By comparing what Luke says with other ancient sources, we are able to determine that John’s ministry began sometime between a.d. 26 and a.d. 29, most likely in the year a.d. 27.4 The mention of Lysanias is especially significant because liberal scholars used to say that this was a mistake. A king named Lysanias ruled Abilene more than sixty years earlier, around 36 b.C. So Luke had the right man, the argument went, but the wrong date. However, ancient inscriptions have since proven that there was a second Lysanias—probably a direct descendant of the first—and that he ruled as tetrarch over Abilene at the time of Christ. We can trust Luke to tell us the truth. 


   Lysanias and the other rulers that Luke mentions form the local and international context for his Gospel. Everything we know about this impressive list of leaders testifies to their pride, violence, and selfindulgence. The Romans ruled the world in rebellion against God; even the high priests of Israel were under their pagan authority. And it was during this degenerate time that God once again spoke to his people. For centuries he had been silent. There had not been a true prophet in Israel for more than four centuries. But then “the word of God came to John” (Luke 3:2), and it spoke with greater power and authority than all the rulers in the world. This is the way the Word always comes. In dark and dangerous times, when people seem powerless against the godless forces of evil, God’s Word comes to bring salvation. 


   As soon as he received God’s Word, John began to speak it, “proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Luke 3:3). The Baptist was getting people ready for salvation. This fulfilled the prophecies made at his birth. When the angel announced John’s birth, he said, “he will be filled with the Holy Spirit, . . . and he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God, and he will . . . make ready for the Lord a people prepared” (Luke 1:15–17). Then there was the prophecy of Zechariah, his father: “And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you will go before the Lord to prepare his ways, to give knowledge of salvation to his people in the forgiveness of their sins” (Luke 1:76–77). When John started preaching repentance and forgiveness, God’s promise came true. 


   Luke knew that something deeper was at work. John’s ministry fulfilled a more ancient prophecy, one “written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet”: 


    	The voice of one crying in the wilderness:
 	Prepare the way of the Lord,
　 	make his paths straight.
 	Every valley shall be filled,
 	and every mountain and hill shall be made low,
　 	and the crooked shall become straight,
 	and the rough places shall become level ways,
　 	and all flesh shall see the salvation of God. (Luke 3:4–6; cf. Isa. 40:3–5)


   


   In the ancient world it was customary for kings to receive a royal welcome. So “when an emperor or some other eminent personage was about to visit a city, the citizens could be required to prepare a well-constructed approach-road along which he could advance with due pomp and dignity on his way into the city.”5 To make sure that people were ready to receive him, the king would send a messenger on ahead to herald the news of his coming. 


   Isaiah took this custom and turned it into a prophecy. One day a great king would come to God’s people, and when he did, his approach would be announced by a herald in the wilderness. To prepare for the coming of the king, the prophet envisioned a massive public works project, in which whole mountains would be leveled and valleys would be raised up. There would be a superhighway through the wasteland. And the king who walked on it would be the Lord God himself, bringing salvation. This is the way the prophecy begins and ends: “Prepare the way of the Lord . . . and all flesh shall see the salvation of God” (Luke 3:4, 6). 


   Luke took Isaiah’s prophecy and said that it applied to the coming of Christ. Isaiah had prophesied “a voice” crying in the wilderness (see Isa. 40:3); Luke called it “the voice” (Luke 3:4) and said that it belonged to John the Baptist. John was the forerunner. He was the publicist, the advance man for the gospel. Mary, Zechariah, and Simeon had all celebrated God’s salvation (see Luke 1:47; 1:69; 2:30). John announced that it was about to arrive in the person of his cousin Jesus Christ. 


   Soon everyone would see salvation. It is characteristic of Luke to point out the global reach of the gospel. Matthew and Mark also quoted from Isaiah (see Matt. 3:3; Mark 1:2–3), but only Luke included the promise that “all flesh shall see the salvation of God” (Luke 3:6; cf. Isa. 40:5). This does not mean “that God will save every single individual of the human race, even those who willfully reject him; such a doctrine runs counter to the basic teaching of the New Testament. Rather, it means that there is no kind of person the gospel cannot reach, no boundary it cannot cross. Luke is saying not that everyone will be saved, but that anyone can be saved.”6 And the way that people are saved is by trusting in the Savior whom God has sent to the world. 


   

   

 

REPENT! 

   John’s calling was to get people ready, to help them be prepared for the coming of Christ. But how were they supposed to get ready? What does it mean to “prepare the way of the Lord” or to “make his paths straight” (Luke 3:4)? According to John the Baptist, it means turning away from sin. Our lives are rocky and crooked, like the wilderness of Israel. Mountains of pride need to be broken down and valleys of self-pity need to be raised so that God can come in. Christ the King finds easy entrance to any heart that is sorry for sin. To put it another way, repentance is the on-ramp to salvation. If we want God to save us, we need to turn away from our sin. 


   John needed to say this because most people were looking for the wrong kind of Savior. In those days many Israelites were praying for the Messiah, but they were thinking primarily in political terms. They wanted someone to deal with Caesar, Herod, Pilate, and the rest of their Roman rulers. But God wanted to address their spiritual condition. He wanted to deal with their sin. So he sent John to help them get ready. This is what we always need: the spiritual preparation of the heart. We may want God to do many things for us, but first things first—we need to repent! The way to get ready for what God wants to do in our lives is to turn away from sin. 


   So John preached repentance. To be specific, he proclaimed “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Luke 3:3). The order of this phrase is difficult to understand. Baptism, repentance, and forgiveness—which comes first? How are they related? Do we need to be baptized before God will forgive us, or was Josephus right when he said that John’s baptism was a consecration of the body implying that the soul was already thoroughly cleansed by right behavior?7 Answering these questions is made even more complicated by the fact that John’s baptism is not the same as Christian baptism, which was introduced only after the resurrection. 


   David Gooding sees John’s baptism as an expression of repentance. People were baptized as a sign of their sincere desire to turn away from sin.8 Similarly, Norval Geldenhuys says that John “called the people to repentance and then baptized those who confessed their sins and gave indications that they desired to lead a different and better life, in the assurance that God grants pardon to those who sincerely repent. So the baptism is the outward sign and seal that God has forgiven their sins.”9 At the very least, we can say that there is no forgiveness without repentance. The act of repentance does not have the power to take away our sin. Forgiveness comes only through Christ and his cross. But unless we repent we will never be forgiven, because only people who are sorry for their sins will ever admit they need a Savior. 


   We can also say that John’s baptism was a sign of the forgiveness that God grants to penitent sinners. Somehow his baptism represented the taking away of sin. However, there were some people who wanted to take baptism a little farther. They wanted God to forgive their sins, but they weren’t all that interested in giving them up. So they went to John for baptism, hoping that the water itself would take away their sin. This seems to be the context for John’s warning, which may seem rather harsh: “He said therefore to the crowds that came out to be baptized by him, ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?’” (Luke 3:7). 


   John said this because some of his groupies were phonies. They were insincere. They wanted to get baptized, but they really had no intention of leading a godly life. So John compared them to snakes slithering away from a fire. They wanted to get out of danger, but they still wanted to be snakes! Their nature was unchanged. They wanted to escape God’s judgment, but they also wanted to keep living the way they had always lived. They wanted the outward sign of God’s forgiveness without the inner transformation that repentance requires. They were hoping to be saved by their baptism, but they were unwilling to turn away from their sin. 


   This is a warning for us not to think that we can be saved by some outward action without the inner transformation of the Holy Spirit. Sometimes people pray “The Sinner’s Prayer” or go forward at an evangelistic rally because they are afraid of hell, yet they never really make a commitment to live the Christian life. Understand that simply praying or going forward will not save anyone: we need to turn our whole lives over to Christ. We should not even presume upon our baptism. Baptism is a sign of God’s grace. It assures us that our sins are forgiven in Christ. But we are not saved by the water of baptism; we are saved by the sacrifice that Jesus offered on the cross for our sins. The way we receive his salvation is by faith, with repentance, and not merely through baptism. 


   One of the best ways to tell if we really are trusting in Christ for our salvation is to examine our behavior. John said, “Bear fruits in keeping with repentance” (Luke 3:8). This is God’s standard. If we are truly sorry for our sins, then we will show it by the way that we live. We will lead a baptized life—a life consecrated to God. If we are not living righteously, then it is clear that we have not really repented, even if we have been baptized. Repentance means turning away from sin. 


   

   

 

DO NOT DELAY 

   Some people count on baptism to save them; they think they will be saved by receiving the sacrament. Others depend on their religious connections; they think they will be saved because of who they are. This was especially tempting for the Jews of John’s day because they were direct descendants of Abraham, the man who had the promise of the everlasting covenant. But John said: “Do not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham” (Luke 3:8). 


   John was warning people not to presume upon their identity as Israelites. Some of them had a spiritual pride that was based on their ethnic identity. In effect, they were perverting the doctrine of election. They thought that belonging to the covenant community meant never having to say that they were sorry. But this was a false confidence. That they were children of Abraham did not mean that they would be saved automatically. They still needed to repent; otherwise, they would fall under the wrath of God, whether they were Jews or not. The only true children of Abraham are those who turn away from sin. 


   John’s baptism demonstrated this in a powerful way. In those days baptism was only for Gentiles.10 When Gentiles came to faith in the God of Israel, they went through a ritual cleansing. This baptism meant that they were no longer unclean; now they belonged to the covenant community. But no one ever baptized any Jews. This was not considered necessary: they were already clean because they belonged to God’s people. So when John invited his fellow Jews to go back out into the wilderness to be baptized, he was saying that it was not enough for them to be Jewish. Simply belonging to Israel did not make them right with God. They too were unclean; their sins needed to be washed away. They needed to come to God in penitent faith and receive a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. 


   The application is obvious: we cannot be saved by our religious connections. Coming from a Christian family will not save us. Belonging to a particular ecclesiastical denomination or to some evangelical institution will not save us. It is not enough to be in the right family or the right church; we need to be in a right relationship with God. We are not saved by who we are, but by who God is, and by what he has done for us in Jesus Christ. 


   Some people trust their baptism to save them; others count on their religious connections; and still others decide to delay the matter of salvation altogether. They want their sins to be forgiven, but they are not quite ready to give them up. They expect to come back to God eventually, but first they want to have some fun. They want a little more time to party, a little more time to make some money, a little more time to pursue their interests, a little more time to gratify their sinful desires. They say that they will get more religious after they graduate, or when they get married, or once they have kids, or as soon as they retire. It is never now; it is always later. 


   There were people like that in John’s day too, but John warned them not to wait any longer. It was too risky! He said, “Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire” (Luke 3:9). Judgment was coming soon—so soon, in fact, that the axe of divine wrath was ready to strike. Who would be cut down? People who were not bearing fruit, who did not show repentance in the way that they lived. What would happen to them? They would be thrown straight into the fires of hell. 


   Of all the reasons to repent, this is the most serious. God has said that one day he will reveal his wrath against every sinner who does not turn away from sin. He has also said that the day of judgment is coming soon. So why wait any longer? Why take the chance? Anyone who has not yet turned to God had better do it as soon as possible. Do not delay! You will never have a better opportunity than you have right now to turn away from sin and trust in Jesus Christ. 


   

   

 

MY KIND OF SINNER 

   John the Baptist preached repentance with such urgency that people were desperate to know how to escape the fire of God’s judgment: “And the crowds asked him, ‘What shall we do?’” (Luke 3:10). They knew that they were not living the way that God wanted them to live, and they were ready to do something about it, but they were not quite sure what they were supposed to do. 


   John answered by giving specific instructions for practical repentance. True repentance means much more than feeling sorry for what we have done. It means turning away from sin and living in obedience to God. What this requires of each person will be a little different. We all sin in different ways, so we all need to turn away from different sins. Luke gives three examples (his is the only Gospel to do this). No doubt John the Baptist gave people many other ways to repent (see Luke 3:18), but these are representative of his teaching. They show us how he applied God’s Word to daily life, and thus they help us begin to see what repentance would look like in our own lives. 


   The first example was for everyone: “Whoever has two tunics is to share with him who has none, and whoever has food is to do likewise” (Luke 3:11). John knew that many of his listeners were stingy. They did not have the grace of generosity. They liked keeping things for themselves. The way for them to repent was to give away their possessions. It was fine for them to wear their own clothes, of course. Everyone needs clothing. But if they had more than enough—if they had an inner tunic as well as an outer tunic—then they needed to give it up for someone who had nothing to wear at all. They needed to do the same thing with their food, which is another basic necessity. If they had enough to eat, they needed to feed the hungry. 


   John was saying these things to people who did not have very much to begin with. Some of them had only one tunic to spare. Yet in their hearts they were guilty of greed. The way for them to repent was not simply to admit that they were selfish at heart, but to start giving as much as they could to the poor and needy. 


   Some of John’s listeners were a little wealthier—a lot wealthier, in fact. These were the notorious taxmen who collected revenue from their fellow Jews and then passed it on to the Romans. Taxation was privatized in the Roman Empire, and by charging more than the Roman rate, tax collectors often lined their own pockets in the process. Their countrymen regarded them as traitors and thieves, and rightly so. Yet some of them “also came to be baptized and said to him, ‘Teacher, what shall we do?’ And he said to them, ‘Collect no more than you are authorized to do.’” (Luke 3:12–13). John did not tell these crooked tax collectors to find a different line of work; he told them to do their jobs fairly and justly. 


   He gave similar counsel to a third group of men: “Soldiers also asked him, ‘And we, what shall we do?’ And he said to them, ‘Do not extort money from anyone by threats or by false accusation, and be content with your wages’” (Luke 3:14). Like tax collectors, soldiers often took advantage of their position. Because of their superior authority and weaponry, they had ways of making people give them money. This was tempting in those days because soldiers were not very well paid. It was the perfect recipe for the abuse of power. But some of these military men were ready to repent. John did not tell them that they had to lay down their weapons and leave the army; the military is an honorable occupation. The issue was what kind of soldiers they ought to be. They needed to use their authority properly. They also needed to be content with their pay. Here was a deeper repentance that went to the inward attitudes of the heart. John told these soldiers to be satisfied with what God provided. 


   What is noteworthy about these three examples is that they all have to do with social justice. Fred Craddock summarizes by saying, “Food and clothing are to be shared with people who have none; taxes are not to be calculated according to the greed of the people who are in power; and the military must stop victimizing the poor people under their occupation by constant threats, intimidation, and blackmail.”11 Or to put it another way, all of these examples have to do with money. Money has great spiritual power, both for evil and for good. What we do with our wealth reveals our true priorities. Are we living for ourselves or for others? Our budgets and bank accounts are leading indicators of our spiritual health. 


   If you have more than you need, start giving it away. If you are in business and you are taking more than you have a right to take, start treating people fairly. If you are not getting what you think you deserve, stop complaining about it and stop scheming to get more. This is what it means to repent. It means being content with what God has given us. It means not taking advantage of people for personal gain. And it means sharing with people who are in greater need. 


   But don’t stop there! These examples teach us that every situation in life has its own typical temptations, its own dominating forms of depravity. Office workers are tempted to grumble. Laborers are tempted to cut corners. Businessmen are tempted to be greedy. Scholars and musicians are tempted to be arrogant. Teachers are tempted to be impatient. Children are tempted to rebel against their parents. Men are tempted to use pornography and angrily abuse their authority. Women are tempted to gossip and use their words to manipulate people. People who have been wronged are tempted to become bitter. People who suffer are tempted to self-pity. And even these are only examples. The point is that God calls every one of us to repent of our own personal sins. 


   What kind of sinner are you? What is your spiritual struggle? Whatever kind of sinner you are, you need to repent. You need to turn away from your sins. And there is something else you must do: believe in Jesus Christ for salvation. When people asked John what to do about their sins, he told them to repent. But that was before Jesus died on the cross for sinners and was raised again with the power of eternal life. Now when we ask what we should do about our sins, we get the answer that Peter gave when he first preached the gospel. Peter did more than simply say “Repent!” the way that John did (although of course he did tell people to repent). And he did more than simply baptize people, too (although he did baptize them). Peter also called people to faith in Christ. He said, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38). Jesus is coming soon to judge the world. The way to prepare for his coming is to repent and believe his gospel. 
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 THE BAPTISM OF THE SON

   Luke 3:15–22
   


   Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heavens were opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form, like a dove; and a voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.” (Luke 3:21–22) 


   According to Luke, the gospel of Jesus Christ begins with the ministry of John the Baptist. If this seems surprising, it helps to know that in those days John was a nationally recognized figure. People all over Israel were talking about John’s unusual lifestyle, confrontational message, and cleansing baptism. Thus it made sense for Luke to introduce Jesus by way of his cousin John. 


   John was so famous that some people wondered whether he might even be the Messiah. They were all waiting for the Savior whom God had promised to send. Who would be the Christ? When John arrived on the scene, he was the best candidate anyone had ever seen. Speculation was rampant. Could it be? Was it possible? Had God finally come to redeem his people? If they had studied the Scriptures more carefully, they would have realized that someone else had to come first—the Messiah’s messenger. But still, we can understand why “the people were in expectation, and all were questioning in their hearts concerning John, whether he might be the Christ” (Luke 3:15). 


   

   

 

JOHN’S REBUTTAL 

   John was not the Christ. So as soon as he heard people starting to say that he was, he “answered them all, saying, ‘I baptize you with water, but he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire’” (Luke 3:16–17). 


   Whether he knew it yet or not (and he does not mention him by name), John was speaking about Jesus. We will see what John was saying about Jesus in a moment, but first consider the simple fact that he was speaking about Jesus, and not about himself. John was at the height of his popularity—the most successful preacher in Israel. People were flocking to him in the desert and asking him to be their Savior. But John would hear none of it. He cared nothing for the opinions of men. The only thing that mattered to him was pointing people to Christ. 


   This is the hallmark of authentic Christianity: to exalt the person and work of Jesus Christ. J. C. Ryle wrote that a faithful preacher “will never allow anything to be credited to him, or his office, which belongs to his divine Master. . . . To commend Christ dying, and rising again for the ungodly—to make known Christ’s love and power to save sinners—this will be the main object of his ministry. . . . He will be content that his own name be forgotten, so long as Christ crucified is exalted.”1 Being Christcentered is not just for ministers, however; it ought to be true of everyone who knows Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. The whole direction of a truly Christian life is to make more of Jesus, and less of ourselves. 


   John the Baptist is the perfect example. His calling was to prepare people for the coming of Christ. Once he had done that, John all but disappeared from the scene. From this point forward, John will decrease so that Jesus can increase (see John 3:30), to the glory of God. However, people still want to know what happened to John, so Luke briefly told the rest of his story: “So with many other exhortations he preached good news to the people. But Herod the tetrarch, who had been reproved by him for Herodias, his brother’s wife, and for all the evil things that Herod had done, added this to them all, that he locked up John in prison” (Luke 3:18–20). 


   From this we learn that Luke knew more about John’s ministry, but told us only enough to help us believe in Jesus. We also learn how costly it can be to live for Christ. John was a godly man who faithfully proclaimed God’s Word. He even confronted Herod for his scandalous sin. Herod had divorced his wife in order to marry his sister-in-law, ruining two marriages and committing adultery in the process. Herod was a wicked man, and for preaching against him, John was thrown into prison and eventually murdered (see Luke 9:7–9). This hardly seems fair. Yet it was God’s plan for John’s life. Like the rest of the men who prophesied the coming of Christ, he was called to suffer persecution for the sake of God’s name. 


   People who proclaim Christ are often called to suffer. Sometimes our only reward in this life is to be rejected, as John was. But we will have God’s blessing in the end, for Jesus has promised to honor those who honor him. 


   

   

 

A WORTHIER MAN 

   The way John the Baptist honored Jesus was by telling people how great he was. The people wanted to talk about how great John was, but John responded by declaring the one true Christ to be much greater. He is greater in three ways: he is a worthier man; he performs a holier baptism; and he is a higher being—the only Son of God. 


   John makes his argument for the superiority of the Christ by way of comparison. He said to people, “Look, you think you’re impressed with me, but wait until you see the Christ. Then you will know what true greatness really is.” John said it like this: “he who is mightier than I is coming, the strap of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie” (Luke 3:16). We will see some of the mighty things that Christ does in a moment. But consider the worthiness of his person—his superiority. The Christ deserves such great honor that John is not even worthy to untie his shoes. 


   In those days it was customary for students to follow their teachers. They generally did not pay tuition, but they did show their devotion by performing menial acts of service. A great teacher hardly had to lift a finger. His students did everything for him—everything, that is, except unlace his sandals. According to one ancient rabbi, “Every service which a slave performs for his master shall a disciple do for his teacher except the loosing of his sandal-thong.”2 That would be going too far. Unlacing someone’s sandals was so degrading that a student could not be compelled to do it. 


   But John the Baptist wasn’t even worthy to do that! He was unworthy to unlace the sandals of the immensely and immeasurably worthy Christ. By comparison, he was not just the lowest of the low; he was even lower. The people wondered whether John might be the Christ, but John told them that he didn’t even deserve to be his slave. 


   John said this to show the superiority of Jesus Christ, who is the worthiest of all men. He is so worthy of honor and worship that even the greatest man on earth is unworthy to serve as his slave. How amazing it is, therefore, that God has called us to be the servants of Christ. We are not worthy for his service, except by God’s grace. Therefore, everything we do in the name of Christ—all our worship, teaching, witness, and service—should be done in humble gratitude. The opportunity to do anything at all for Jesus is a high privilege that we are given only by the grace of God. 


   Then consider something even more amazing: this worthy Christ has become our servant! Remember how Jesus unlaced his disciples’ sandals to wash their feet (John 13:1–20). This was such a menial task that Peter told Jesus not to touch him. But Jesus insisted. It was a stunning reversal. Jesus is so worthy that he would have done his disciples an honor by asking them to wash his feet. Instead, he washed their feet. He did this to prepare for offering them the supreme service, the most degrading duty of all: dying for their sins on the cross. See how worthy Jesus is, see how unworthy you are, and see how gracious God is to save you into his service. 


   

   

 

A HOLIER BAPTISM 

   John identified Christ as a worthier person. Then he explained that Christ would do a mightier work through a holier baptism: “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Luke 3:16). Remember the context. John was giving people “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (Luke 3:3). This baptism was the hallmark of his ministry. People came to John to be baptized, which is why they called him “John the Baptist.” But even in his most effective area of ministry—namely, baptism—John was inferior to Christ, who would come with a holier baptism. 


   We can see the difference by comparing the mode of these two baptisms. John baptized people with water at the Jordan River. His baptism was the outward sign of an inward cleansing. But when Christ came, he would baptize people with the Holy Spirit and with fire. This went far beyond anything that John could do. John could call people to repentance, and he could wash them with water, but he could not change them from the inside out. Only someone as mighty as God could do that. Here is how David Gooding explains the difference: “John could put repentant people in water; in a sense, anybody could. Only One who was God could put people in the Holy Spirit, or the Holy Spirit in people.”3


   What does it mean to baptize people with the Holy Spirit? Of course, Christians are still baptized with water. But this water baptism is an outward sign of an inward reality: the Spirit’s work in a sinner’s life. The Spirit regenerates, giving us new spiritual vitality. The Spirit adopts, claiming us as the children of God. The Spirit sanctifies, making us holy like Christ. The Spirit seals, preserving our faith to the end. The Spirit fills, equipping us for ministry. This is why the baptism of Jesus Christ is a holier baptism: it is baptism with the Holy Spirit. 


   Have you experienced this baptism? Every believer does, because it is the Holy Spirit who makes a Christian a Christian. Our baptism comes from Jesus Christ, who has the power and authority to send us the Spirit. And this shows the superiority of Christ. Whereas John baptized with water, Jesus baptizes with God the Holy Spirit. This reminds us that only God can do the inward work of salvation that leads to eternal life. We can share the gospel, preach the Word, and reach out in practical deeds of mercy. We can even baptize people with water. We can do all the outward things, but only God can do the inward things, like change a sinner’s heart. He does this by the Spirit of Christ, which shows how great Christ is. 


   John also said that Christ would baptize with fire. This may be another way of talking about the Holy Spirit. In the book of Acts, which is the sequel to this Gospel, Luke tells us that on the day of Pentecost “suddenly there came from heaven a sound like a mighty rushing wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting. And divided tongues as of fire appeared to them and rested on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:2–4). When Christ sent his Spirit on the church, he came with flaming fire. It was a visible manifestation of the invisible God. 


   But fire also refers to divine judgment, as John makes clear in the following verse: “His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire” (Luke 3:17). This familiar image—which appears both in Psalm 1 and in the teaching of Jesus (e.g., Matt. 13:24–30)—comes from the farm. At harvesttime, a farmer has to separate the wheat from the chaff. In those days farmers did this by tossing their grain up in the air. The wheat would fall back to the ground, while the lighter chaff would get blown into a pile for burning. 


   John was saying that Christ would do the same thing with the human race. One day he would sift humanity to make a final separation between two kinds of people: the wheat and the chaff. The wheat would be gathered into the storehouse of heaven, while the chaff would be burned with fire. The reference to “unquenchable” fire makes it clear that John was talking about the wrath of God at the final judgment—everlasting punishment in the eternal fire of hell (see Matt. 25:41, 46). Here is how J. C. Ryle has described the great day of judgment: 


    	Believers and unbelievers, holy and unholy, converted and unconverted, are now mingled 	in every congregation, and often sit side by side. It passes the power of man to 	separate them. False profession is often so like true, and grace is often so weak 	and feeble, that, in many cases, the right discernment of character is an impossibility. 	The wheat and the chaff will continue together until the Lord returns. But there 	will be an awful separation at the last day. The unerring judgment of the King of 	kings shall at length divide the wheat from the chaff, and divide them for evermore. 	The righteous shall be gathered into a place of happiness and safety. The wicked 	shall be cast down to shame and everlasting contempt. In the great sifting day, every 	one shall go to his own place.4


   


   John described this separation as a fiery baptism. He also said that this baptism was coming soon. Christ already had the tools of harvest in hand. This is a stern reminder not to delay repentance. Christ is coming. The time to get right with God is now, while there is still time, and not later, when it might be too late. 


   John’s purpose in saying this was to show how great Christ is—much greater than any mortal man. John could call people to repent, but Christ could actually hold them to account. He is the Judge as well as the Savior, and as such, he holds the power of judgment by fire—the holiest baptism of all. Norval Geldenhuys comments: “Just as fire consumes what is destructible and thus works in a purifying and cleansing manner, so the Messiah will through the Holy Ghost consume sin and the sinners in so far as they cling to sin. In this way those who persist in sin will be destroyed, but those who sincerely confess their sins and flee to Him for refuge will be purified from sin to their own salvation, and delivered from its penalty and power.”5


   This was John’s witness, and also his warning: when Christ came, he would baptize people with fire. The word that Luke used to describe John’s message may seem rather surprising. Luke calls John’s preaching “good news” (Luke 3:18), which is another way of calling it the gospel. But how can judgment by fire be good news? It is good news because when we know the truth about God’s wrath we will start looking for a way to escape. And this will lead us to believe in Jesus Christ and receive the baptism of his Spirit—the free gift of eternal life. 


   

   

 

STRANGE BAPTISM 

   When people started asking John if he might be the Messiah, he responded by showing them the superior greatness of Christ. He built his case by identifying the Christ as a worthier man, who would perform a holier baptism. But then something happened that exalted the true greatness of Christ infinitely higher, proving his supremacy as the very Son of God. Christ is not simply a worthier man; he is a higher being, for “when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heavens were opened, and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form, like a dove; and a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased’” (Luke 3:21–22). 


   This was the second baptism of the Son. The first was the baptism he gives—a baptism with fire and the Spirit. But the second is the baptism he received—a baptism by the Spirit from the Father declaring him to be the absolute Son of God. But why did Jesus even need to be baptized? This is a real puzzle. It hardly seems appropriate. John was baptizing people into repentance for the forgiveness of sins. However, Jesus was no sinner, and therefore he needed neither to repent nor to be forgiven. So why was he baptized? We know from the Gospel of Matthew that John himself had the same question. When Jesus came for baptism, “John would have prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?’” (Matt. 3:14). 


   Obviously, Jesus did not need to be baptized for the forgiveness of his own sins. Nevertheless, he was baptized. He did not have to do this, but he chose to. He made a deliberate decision to join with sinners in baptism for the forgiveness of their sins. The baptism of Jesus was different from all the others. Luke hints at this in the way he describes it: “Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized” (Luke 3:21). Luke is drawing a distinction. All the people were baptized, but then Jesus was also baptized, and somehow his baptism fell into a different category. The difference was that Jesus did not have to be baptized for his own sins. Rather, he was identifying with sinners in their need of forgiveness. 


   This was an act of solidarity. Jesus was taking the place of sinners. So already at the beginning of his public ministry, we are reminded of the ancient prophecy that he would be “numbered with the transgressors” (Isa. 53:12). If we are amazed to see him baptized, we are all the more amazed to see him crucified. The choice that Jesus made at his baptism was the choice that ultimately led him to the cross. He was willing to be reckoned as a sinner so that sinners could be saved. And so he was baptized. 


   Luke was less interested in the baptism itself—he does not even describe it, in fact, or the person who performed it—than he was in what happened afterward. What attracted Luke’s attention was the revelation of God in his triune being. All three persons of the Trinity were present at this baptism: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 


   Whenever God does anything important—which of course includes everything he has ever done—it is the work of the entire Trinity. Here we see trinitarian cooperation in action. God the Son, the Second Person of the Trinity, was praying. God the Holy Spirit, the Third Person of the Trinity, descended from heaven. And God the Father, the First Person of the Trinity, pronounced his benediction on the Son. The Son prayed, the Spirit descended, and the Father spoke. 


   

   

 

THE DESCENT OF THE DOVE 

   It would be marvelous to know what the Son was praying. In Luke we often find Jesus at prayer, but we rarely know what he prayed. Maybe he was asking the Father to confirm his status as the Son. Maybe he was asking the Spirit to anoint him for ministry. Or maybe he was simply enjoying fellowship with the Father and the Spirit, reveling in the sweet communion that all three persons of the Trinity share within the Godhead. 


   All we know for certain is how his prayers were answered. As Jesus prayed, the Spirit of God and the Word of God came down from heaven. First, Luke says, “the heavens were opened” (Luke 3:21). This was true in a literal sense. The clouds were parted, the skies sundered by the hand of God. But this phrase also refers to divine revelation. Whenever the Bible says that the heavens were opened, it means that the God of heaven revealed himself to his people on earth. As we read this Scripture—or any Scripture—the heavens are also opened for us. Whatever we read in the Bible is a direct revelation from the living God. 


   As heaven opened, the Holy Spirit descended in the form of a dove. Again, Luke makes it clear that he was speaking literally. The Spirit came down in bodily form. This was a public event, not a private experience. It was not something that Jesus felt somewhere in his own consciousness; it was an objective reality. The other Gospels tell us that Jesus and John both saw the Holy Spirit come down like a dove (see Matt. 3:16 and John 1:32). Presumably other people saw this as well. It was a theophany—a visible appearance of God’s invisible Spirit. 


   This was a new image for the Holy Spirit. It was the first time that the Spirit had manifested himself as a dove. Why did he come down this way? What was the meaning of this sign? Perhaps the dove symbolized purity and peace, or innocence and beauty—all things that are commonly attributed to the dove. The Puritan Thomas Goodwin pointed instead to the bird’s faithfulness and gentleness. “For a dove,” wrote Goodwin, “is the most meek and the most innocent of all birds; without gall, without talons, having no fierceness in it, expressing nothing but love and friendship to its mate in all its carriages, and mourning over its mate in all its distresses. And accordingly, a dove was a most fit emblem of the Spirit that was poured out upon our Saviour when He was just about to enter on the work of our salvation. For as sweetly as doves do converse with doves, so may every sinner and Christ converse together.”6 One way or another, the dove communicates something about the person and work of the Holy Spirit. But what may be more important is the simple fact that the Spirit descended on the Son. 


   This does not mean that Jesus did not yet have the Spirit. We know that he did. He was conceived by the Spirit’s power (Luke 1:35) and filled with the Spirit’s wisdom (Luke 2:40). But at his baptism the Spirit made a public declaration that he was with Jesus for ministry. We see the implications of this all the way through the Gospels. It was by the power of the Holy Spirit that Jesus resisted temptation (Luke 4:1), preached the kingdom of God (Luke 4:14, 18), worshiped his Father in heaven (Luke 10:21), and performed mighty miracles (Matt. 12:28). It was also by the Spirit that he offered his body on the cross for our sins (Heb. 9:14) and was raised to give us eternal life (Rom. 1:4). Even for all his dignity, Jesus did not do all these things alone and independently, by his own intrinsic power, but dependently, by the power of the Holy Spirit. This was publicly validated at his baptism in the descent of the dove, and it was subsequently demonstrated in his miraculous ministry. As Luke was later to write, “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power. He went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him” (Acts 10:38). 


   The same glorious Spirit has also descended on us. As we have seen, Christ gives the Spirit—a superior baptism to the one administered by John. The Spirit Jesus gives is the same mighty Spirit that was with him for ministry, working miracles and blessing his teaching. Now we serve Jesus in the power of the same Spirit, trusting him to make our words and deeds effective in bringing people to Christ and helping them grow in the knowledge of God. 


   

   

 

OF THE FATHER’S LOVE BEGOTTEN 

   Then the Father spoke his word of blessing. This is the climax of the passage—the exaltation of the Christ as the only Son of God. Luke shows that this is the climax by making the speaking of God’s voice in verse 22 the main verb. The most important thing in this passage is what the Father said about the Son. Everything else is subordinate to his declaration: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22). God said this in an audible voice so that people could hear what he was saying. He wanted everyone to know that Jesus Christ is his eternal Son—the mightiest one of all. 


   The Father used two words to describe his relationship to the Son—a word of affection and a word of approval. The word of affection is “beloved.” The Son is beloved by the Father, and this is their eternal relationship. The Greek word for “beloved” (agapētos) generally means what it says: “beloved.” However, when it is applied to a son or a daughter, it also means “only.”7 So the Father was declaring Jesus to be his Son in a unique sense: he is God the eternal Son, the only begotten of the Father. This is what the Father loves to declare, that the Son is the Son—his Son, the Son that he loves. 


   This expression of the Father’s love for the Son rings with echoes from the Old Testament. It sounds similar to the way God spoke about Isaac, Abraham’s only son by God’s promise (see Gen. 22:2, 12, 16). It also echoes God’s declaration to Israel’s king, and ultimately to Israel’s Messiah: “You are my Son; today I have begotten you” (Ps. 2:7). Then there is Isaiah’s prophecy: “Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights” (Isa. 42:1). These deep biblical connections are suggestive. They speak to Christ’s sovereignty and servanthood, identifying him as God’s royal Son and the Suffering Servant who brings salvation. 


   There is something special about a father’s affection for his son. I will always remember the way that I looked at my son when he was a small boy. Until I became a father, I had never realized how beautiful a boy could be. But once I became a father, I would look at the boy sitting on my lap and I would say in my heart, “You are my beloved son.” 


   God the Father said to Jesus Christ: “You are my beloved Son” (Luke 3:22). This does not mean that Jesus was not the Son before this point. On the contrary, his sonship is eternal. The Father was not performing some new act of adoption, but simply declaring on earth what had always been true in heaven. John the Baptist knew something of the worthiness of Christ, and of the holiness of his baptism. But only the Father could declare Jesus to be the one and only eternal Son of his love. 


   This is the paternal affection at the heart of the Godhead. In his eternal sonship, the Son of God is loved by the Father. Here is a great mystery. What can it mean for God to be loved by God? Within the inward relations of the Trinity we see the most perfect of all affections. The one who loves—in this case, the Father—loves with a perfect love. His affection knows no imperfection. And the one who is loved—in this case, the Son—is perfectly worthy to be loved. Thus there can be no more perfect love than the Father’s love for his beloved Son within the Trinity. 


   With the Father’s expression of affection came a word of approval: “with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22). There is always something special about a father’s approval. Is anything more important for a son than to have his father’s blessing, to know that his father approves of what he has done? One of the most significant experiences of my adolescence came at the end of one of the best basketball games I ever played. As time expired, my father rushed out onto the court to embrace me. I can still feel the sensation of my bare, sweaty arms against the scratchy fabric of his tweed sport coat. Every son longs to hear his father say, “I’m proud of you, son.” 


   This is what God the Father said to God the Son: “with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22). Notice the wording: “with you I am well pleased.” It was the very person of the Son that pleased the Father. He was pleasing to the Father just because he was the Son. But the Father was also pleased with the Son’s obedience. By submitting to baptism, Jesus was choosing to take the part of sinful humanity. He was agreeing to carry out the great task that the Father had given him: to suffer and to die for sinners. And so the Father blessed him. 


   The smile of fatherly approval rested on Jesus all the days of his life. As the Son did the work of our salvation, the Father was pleased with everything he did. He was pleased with his obedience to his parents. He was pleased with his resistance to temptation. He was pleased with his teaching and his miraculous deeds of mercy. He was pleased with his life of prayer. He was pleased most of all with the sinless sacrifice that he offered on the cross. We know this because he raised Jesus from the dead, which was the ultimate proof of his approval. The Father was pleased with all of it. He was pleased with what Jesus had done, what Jesus was doing, and what Jesus would do. He took pleasure in the person and work of his Son. 


   The good news of the gospel is that if you believe in Jesus Christ for your salvation, then God is just as pleased with you. The Father’s words of affection and approval are for his Son and for everyone who has faith in his Son. Jesus came to bring us into the Father’s love. The things that we do are not pleasing to God. If we had to stand before God the Father on our own merit, we would never gain his approval, and we would never deserve his affection. But we do not stand before him on our own merit. As soon as we trust in Jesus Christ for our salvation, we stand before the Father on the merit of his Son. Now God the Father looks on us with the same affection and approval that he has for Jesus Christ, his worthy Son. 


   This is our hope when we are lonely, or needy, or fearful, or anxious, or burdened by the great weight of our sin. It is our joy when we feel that no one has ever really loved us the way that we long to be loved. No matter who we are or what we have done, God is not unloving or disapproving, but says to every one of his children, “You are my beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 
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 SON OF GOD, SON OF MAN

   Luke 3:23–38
   


   Jesus, when he began his ministry, was about thirty years of age, being the son (as was supposed) of Joseph, the son of Heli, . . . the son of Enos, the son of Seth, the son of Adam, the son of God. (Luke 3:23, 38) 


   I n her novel The Poisonwood Bible, Barbara Kingsolver describes an angry encounter between a Baptist missionary named Nathan Price and a tribal chieftain in the African Congo. The missionary has been growing impatient with the tribe’s unwillingness to adopt the customs of Western Christianity. Finally, in exasperation, he accuses their chief of being childish and ignorant. But rather than responding in anger, the chief calmly answers the missionary by appealing to the wisdom of his ancient tribe: 


    	“Ah, Tata Price,” he said, in his deep, sighing voice. “You believe we are mwana, 	your children, who knew nothing until you came here. Tata Price, I am an old man 	who learned from other old men. I could tell you the name of the great chief who 	instructed my father, and all the ones before him, but you would have to know how 	to sit down and listen. There are one hundred twenty-two. Since the time of our mankulu 	we have made our laws without help from white men.”1


   


   The chief did not respond in anger because he was rooted in his family tree. He knew who he was. He knew who he was because he knew who his father was, and his father’s father, all the way back for more than a hundred generations. By preserving the memory of his ancestors, he was connected to the past and its wisdom. 


   

   

 

WHO WE ARE 

   This was also how the Jews of Jesus’ day maintained their identity. They remembered who their fathers were, all the way back to the twelve original tribes of Israel. At first the names of their ancestors were passed down by oral tradition. Later they were written down for posterity, as in the many genealogies of the Old Testament. There were other records as well. The Jewish historian Josephus tells us that he was able to trace his genealogy by consulting public records. Similarly, the famous Rabbi Hillel—who lived during the time of Christ—used official registers to document his descent back to King David.2 In those days, knowing someone meant knowing his family tree. 


   Luke wanted people to know who Jesus was. To that end, he recorded the Savior’s genealogy in the ancient style: 


    	Jesus, when he began his ministry, was about thirty years of age, being the son (as 	was supposed) of Joseph, the son of Heli, the son of Matthat, the son of Levi, the 	son of Melchi, the son of Jannai, the son of Joseph, the son of Mattathias, the son 	of Amos, the son of Nahum, the son of Esli, the son of Naggai, the son of Maath, 	the son of Mattathias, the son of Semein, the son of Josech, the son of Joda, the 	son of Joanan, the son of Rhesa, the son of Zerubbabel, the son of Shealtiel, the 	son of Neri, the son of Melchi, the son of Addi, the son of Cosam, the son of Elmadam, 	the son of Er, the son of Joshua, the son of Eliezer, the son of Jorim, the son of 	Matthat, the son of Levi, the son of Simeon, the son of Judah, the son of Joseph, 	the son of Jonam, the son of Eliakim, the son of Melea, the son of Menna, the son 	of Mattatha, the son of Nathan, the son of David, the son of Jesse, the son of Obed, 	the son of Boaz, the son of Sala, the son of Nahshon, the son of Amminadab, the son 	of Admin, the son of Arni, the son of Hezron, the son of Perez, the son of Judah, 	the son of Jacob, the son of Isaac, the son of Abraham, the son of Terah, the son 	of Nahor, the son of Serug, the son of Reu, the son of Peleg, the son of Eber, the 	son of Shelah, the son of Cainan, the son of Arphaxad, the son of Shem, the son of 	Noah, the son of Lamech, the son of Methuselah, the son of Enoch, the son of Jared, 	the son of Mahalaleel, the son of Cainan, the son of Enos, the son of Seth, the son 	of Adam, the son of God. (Luke 3:23–38) 


   


   This genealogy teaches us many things about what it means to be a human being. Here we see the basic pattern of human existence. It all starts with childbirth, with a man fathering children and a woman bearing them out of her womb. Each new child has a name, his own identity. But we are all born into a common humanity, which Luke traces all the way back to the first man, Adam. We are all in this together. 


   Most of the names in Luke’s genealogy are unfamiliar. Nearly half of them do not appear anywhere in the Old Testament. But these men were people like us, with the same kinds of ambitions that we have, the same joys and sorrows. They suffered the things that we suffer and celebrated the things that we celebrate. 


   They were also guilty of the same kinds of sins. All of these men were sinners. It is nice to think that our ancestors were noble and good, that they did something heroic. This is one of the reasons why people like to study their family trees. But whether they were heroic or not, the people who came before us were as deeply flawed as we are. We could infer this from the mere fact that they were human beings, but we could also prove it from the pages of the Bible. Consider some of the skeletons in this family closet, as recorded in the Old Testament. Terah was an idolater. Abraham was a liar. Jacob was a cheater and a thief. Judah traded slaves and consorted with prostitutes. David was a murderer and adulterer. We usually remember these men as heroes, but they were also scoundrels—all the way back to Adam, at the taproot of the family tree. Like any genealogy, the one in Luke’s Gospel records a long line of sinners. 


   Because they sinned, they also died (except perhaps for Enoch; see Gen. 5:24). These men are no longer alive. They lived only a short time on earth. One day they were young and full of life, dreaming about the future; but almost before they knew it, they were old and tired, longing for the good old days. Eventually even that grand old man Methuselah—who lived to be 969 (Gen. 5:27)—had to be buried. The wages of sin is death. Thus there is something tragic about a genealogy like this one. Like the rose on a thorn bush, each new generation flowers in beauty, but in the end it withers and dies. In these verses we see 


   
     what a frail and dying creature is man. We read . . . a long list of names, containing 	the genealogy of the family in which our Lord was born, traced up through David and 	Abraham to Adam. How little we know of many of the seventy-five persons, whose names 	are here recorded! They all had their joys and sorrows, their hopes and fears, their 	cares and troubles, their schemes and plans, like any of ourselves. But they have 	all passed away from the earth, and gone to their own place. And so will it be with 	us. We too are passing away, and shall soon be gone.3


   


   This is what it means to be a human being, and we need to face it: we are born, we live, we sin, and because we sin, we die. But we do not have to die without hope, because Jesus is in the genealogy. From the very beginning, God had promised to send this long and fallen line of sinners a Savior. 


   For all their struggles and failures, these men had the guaranteed promises of God. God promised Adam that he would crush his old enemy the devil (Gen. 3:15); this was the first promise of the gospel. God promised Abraham that he would become the father of many nations, and that through him all the nations of the earth would be blessed (Gen. 12:2–3). God made the same promise to Jacob: “in you and your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed” (Gen. 28:14). To Judah God promised an eternal kingdom (Gen. 49:10). This promise was repeated to David, the son of Jesse and the king of Israel (see 2 Sam. 7:12–16; Isa. 11:1). One day his son would reign on God’s everlasting throne. 


   All this was more than any of these men deserved. In spite of their sin, God would bring salvation to and through their family line. Their legacy would be the Savior of the world. What hope this gives to anyone who comes from a fallen family—and indeed, to any son or daughter of Adam! As he works out his plan of salvation, God is gracious to sinners. 


   

   

 

WHOSE GENEALOGY IS IT ANYWAY? 

   The promises that God made to Adam’s family were all fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Luke has been introducing us to Jesus since the beginning of his Gospel, and by now his introduction is almost complete. However, we have not yet read the Savior’s genealogy, and as a careful historian, Luke wanted to provide his full family background. He chose to do this at the outset of Christ’s public ministry. Matthew put his genealogy at the beginning of his Gospel, in the context of Jesus’ birth. But Luke waited until Jesus reached the age of full maturity, saying, “Jesus, when he began his ministry, was about thirty years of age” (Luke 3:23). Thirty was the age at which a Jewish man was ready to enter public life. Thus it was a natural place to confirm Jesus’ identity by establishing his heredity. Before we learn what he did, we need to know who he is, which includes knowing his family background. 


   Knowing the family background was especially necessary in this case because Luke has just told us what the Father said after Jesus was baptized: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22). This was a strong affirmation of the deity of Jesus Christ. Jesus is fully divine; he is God the eternal Son. But right at this point we need to be reminded that he is also fully human. This is the mystery of the incarnation, that Jesus has a human nature as well as a divine nature. “We accept the marvel,” wrote the great Philadelphia Presbyterian Henry Boardman, “because God hath affirmed it; not because we can explain it.”4 One of the ways that Luke affirmed this great truth was by giving the human genealogy of Jesus Christ, going all the way back to Adam. This proved his true humanity. Jesus Christ was born into our race as a man among men. 


   Knowing this is part of knowing who Jesus is. Luke was writing the Gospel of knowing for sure, and this includes believing in the humanity of Jesus Christ. What better way to show this than by giving his family tree? We are inclined to skim through the biblical genealogies, when in fact they are a significant confirmation of the truth of the gospel. They testify that this is the authentic history of the true man Jesus Christ. 


   A good illustration of the way that the genealogy of Jesus helps to confirm the gospel comes from the missionary work of Wycliffe Bible Translators: 


    	When a Bible translator in Papua New Guinea started to translate Matthew’s Gospel, 	he thought, “The last thing I want to do is bog these people down with a genealogy.” 	So he began with chapter 2.



   But the day came when all the other chapters were done. 	He called together the men who were helping him, and they decided on the best way 	to say “begat.” Then they proceeded with Matthew chapter one: “. . . Abraham begat 	Isaac. Isaac begat Jacob. Jacob begat . . .” 

   
   By the time they completed about six 	of these “begats,” the translator could sense the men were becoming excited.
 
   
   
   “Do 	you mean that these were real men?” they asked. 

   
   “Yes,” he answered. “They were real 	men.”
 
   
   “That’s what we do!” they added, referring to their custom of keeping track 	of genealogies. “We had thought that these were just white man’s stories. Do you 	really mean that Abraham was a real man?”
 
   
   “Yes,” the translator said, “that’s what 	I’ve been telling you.”


   “We didn’t know that,” they said, “but now we believe.”
 
   
   
   That 	night they gathered the village together and said, “Listen to this!” Then they read 	the first chapter of Matthew. This chapter was the key for belief in the tribe.5


   


   In order for Luke’s genealogy to help us know who Jesus is, it has to be accurate. Here we encounter a well-known difficulty: the genealogies in Matthew and Luke are not identical. We can see this quickly and simply by comparing the two men who are listed as the grandfathers of Jesus Christ. Matthew tells us that his grandfather was Jacob, whereas Luke tells us that it was Heli. Of course, everyone has two grandfathers. However, both of these men are connected to Jesus’ father Joseph, and thus they both appear to come from the same side of the family. Matthew identifies Jacob as “the father of Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom Jesus was born, who is called Christ” (Matt. 1:16); but Luke says that Jesus was “the son (as was supposed) of Joseph, the son of Heli” (Luke 3:23). 


   This is not the only discrepancy between Matthew and Luke. Matthew starts with Abraham and carries the line forward to Jesus. Luke starts with Jesus and works his way backwards to Adam, which makes his list much longer. And although there are many places where the two genealogies overlap, nearly forty names are different, especially in the generations between David and Jesus. As a result, some scholars say that there must be some mistake. Yet, whenever we encounter an apparent contradiction in the Gospels, we should heed the advice of Francis Quarles, who wrote: 


    	When two Evangelists shall seem to vary
 	In one discourse, they’re diverse, not contrary;
 	One truth doth guide them both, one spirit doth
 	Direct them; doubt not, to believe them both.6


   


   

   

 

MARY’S SON 

   How do we reconcile Matthew with Luke? There are two main options. One is to say that both Matthew and Luke record the family tree of Joseph—who was Jesus’ father as far as the law was concerned—but they do it in two different ways. This was the view held by the great New Testament scholar J. Gresham Machen, who wrote: “Matthew gives the legal descendants of David—the men who would have been legally the heir to the Davidic throne if that throne had continued—while Luke gives the descendants of David in that particular line to which, finally, Joseph, the husband of Mary, belonged.”7 In other words, Luke gives us the biological bloodline—what we would ordinarily think of as the genealogy. However, Matthew lists the rightful heirs to Israel’s throne, establishing Jesus as the true king of Israel. This genealogy is different from the one in Luke because (as anyone who has studied world history will know) kings do not always have sons of their own, in which case the royal line passes to another man’s son. 


   In effect, Matthew and Luke were asking two different questions. Matthew started at the beginning and asked, “Who was the next king of Israel?” Luke began at the end and asked, “Who was this person’s father?” Thus they ended up with two different genealogies. This is a reasonable solution, although it cannot be proven. 


   The alternative is to say that Luke recorded Mary’s family tree instead of Joseph’s. This would make sense because Luke has so much material about Mary (and probably from Mary) in his Gospel. It would also explain why his genealogy is so different from Matthew’s. Jesus was descended from David through two different lines, one on each side of the family. In other words, Mary and Joseph were distant cousins. Matthew’s genealogy is paternal; it traces the family line from David’s son Solomon down through Joseph. Luke’s genealogy is maternal; it traces the family line from David’s son Nathan down through Mary. Thus Jesus had a double claim to David’s throne. He was the true king of Israel both by legal succession and by blood.8


   Since Luke was tracing Jesus’ biological birthright, he had to do it through Mary. It must be admitted that he does not mention her by name. He simply refers to Jesus “being the son (as was supposed) of Joseph, the son of Heli” (Luke 3:23). However, this may be a roundabout way of referring to Mary. People thought that Jesus was the son of Joseph, but Luke has already told us that he was really the son of Mary by the Holy Spirit. Thus Luke could count on his readers to recognize that this was Mary’s genealogy. If so, then Heli was Mary’s father. Strangely enough, the Jewish Talmud confirms this by identifying her as Heli’s daughter.9


   So why does Luke call Joseph “the son of Heli”? There are at least two possible explanations. One is that Joseph had become Heli’s son by adoption. This is not as unlikely as it may sound. If Mary did not have any brothers, then it would have been customary for her father to adopt one of his sons-in-law to be his heir. So perhaps he adopted Joseph when the couple got married. This would make Heli Jesus’ grandfather on his mother’s side of the family, and in a sense also Joseph’s father (note that the word “son” in the phrase “the son of Heli” can also mean “son-in-law”). Joseph’s natural father was Jacob, but his adoptive father by marriage was Heli, and both men were grandfathers to Jesus Christ. 


   The other possibility is that Joseph was not Heli’s son at all. The phrase “son of Heli” does not refer to Joseph, but skips Joseph and refers back to Jesus. Luke may have given us a subtle clue about this by omitting the definite article before Joseph’s name.10 All of Jesus’ other ancestors are referred to as “the Heli,” “the Matthat,” and so on. Joseph is simply called “Joseph,” not “the Joseph,” which seems to separate him from the other names in Luke’s genealogy. Thus the reference to Joseph is a parenthesis reminding us of the virgin birth, but as far as his genealogy was concerned, Jesus was the son of Heli. Technically, he was Heli’s grandson, but in those days people used the word “son” in a general way to refer to any offspring. So Luke called Jesus the son of Heli; since he did not have a biological father, Heli was his closest male ancestor. Machen disagreed with this interpretation, but did an excellent job of explaining it: “Jesus was supposed to be the son of Joseph, but was really the son of Heli, etc. Heli would then be the father of Mary, and the word ‘son’ would be taken in the wider sense of ‘descendant,’ the name of the mother of Jesus being omitted because it was not customary for women to be included in a genealogy.”11


   All things considered, this seems to be the best solution. Matthew and Luke give us two different genealogies, one on his father’s side, and one on his mother’s side: “While both lines trace Christ to David, each is through a different son of David. Matthew traces Jesus through Joseph (his legal father) to David’s son, Solomon the king, by whom Christ rightfully inherited the throne of David. Luke’s purpose, on the other hand, is to show Christ as an actual human. So he traces Christ to David’s son, Nathan, through his actual mother, Mary, through whom He can rightfully claim to be fully human, the redeemer of humanity.”12


   

   

 

THE SAVIOR OF US ALL 

   This brings us back to Luke’s purpose in providing a genealogy, which was to prove the common humanity of Jesus Christ. We know that Jesus is divine. We know this because the Father declared him to be the only beloved Son. We are also reminded of it at the beginning of Luke’s genealogy, when he says that Jesus was “supposed” to be the son of Joseph (Luke 3:23). In other words, people thought that he was the son of Joseph, but we know better, because Luke has told us the full story. We know that Jesus Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit in the womb of the virgin Mary. We know that he is fully God. 


   We also need to know that Jesus Christ is fully human. Luke has already revealed him as “the Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32), “the Son of God” (Luke 1:35), the only beloved Son of the Father (Luke 3:22). Now he tells us that the Son of God is also a son of man. He is fully human as well as fully divine. What better way to show this than to trace his connection to the human race all the way back to Adam? Biologically speaking, the humanity of Jesus Christ came through his mother, not his father, so Luke has given us his genealogy through Mary. 


   The last words of Luke’s genealogy are important. No other genealogy ends this way: “the son of Adam, the son of God” (Luke 3:38). This statement reminds us that Adam had a unique relationship to God. He was not born into this world, but made by a direct act of creation. Since he was created in God’s image, Adam bore the family likeness of God. He was God’s son. Yet tragically his relationship with his Father was broken by his sin, and this sin corrupted the whole family line. 


   There was only one way for Adam and his sons to be rescued. There had to be a new beginning, a new Adam, a new humanity. There had to be someone who could once again be called “the son of God” to redeem the broken sonship of Adam. While the words at the end of Luke’s genealogy certainly apply to Adam, they also apply in a unique way to Jesus Christ, who has come with a new and perfect divine sonship. He is both the son of man and the Son of God. According to Arthur A. Just, “Jesus now embraces in himself every generation from Adam, the beginning of humanity. As such he now proceeds in his work as Messiah to redeem the humanity he bears in his own flesh. He is both son of Adam and Son of God, both true God and true man, with these two natures in one person.”13


   In Jesus Christ all of the promises that God made to the sons of Adam have been fulfilled. Jesus is the King that God promised to David, the ruler that he promised to Judah, the international blessing that he promised to Abraham, and the Satan-crushing Savior that he promised to Adam. To quote again from Arthur Just, “Luke shows how Jesus, at the head of the list, is the true Son of God who now begins the restoration of what Adam lost. Jesus, the second Adam, does perfectly what the first Adam did not do. As the Son of God, Jesus will demonstrate complete obedience to the Father and faithfulness to the promises given to Abraham and David.”14


   The genealogy of Jesus Christ shows that he was born into the very humanity that he was promised to save. The Bible says, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Jesus came to save Jews, so he was born among their people, in the royal line of their ancient kings. Jesus the Jew was the son of Abraham and Jacob, the father of all the children of Israel. But he also came to save Gentiles, so Luke traced his ancestry all the way back to Adam, who is the father of us all. Luke wanted to show “the universal, all-embracing significance of Jesus. For this reason, in the family tree, he draws attention very expressly to the fact that Christ (through Adam) is, in His manhood, related to the whole human race.”15


   This means that what Jesus has done pertains to anyone who belongs to the human race. The people that he came to save were people like us. They were sinners. They were idolaters, murderers, liars, cheaters, and adulterers. This is why we all need to be saved: our sins have separated us from God and doomed us to die. So God the Son became the son of the son of the sons of sinners. This did not make him a sinner in his own right. Jesus never sinned. By his virgin birth, by his perfect obedience, and by the protective power of the Holy Spirit, he lived a life that was holy unto God. But he was born into a fallen race of sinners so that he could rescue us from our sins. 


   The Bible says that Jesus “had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might . . . make propitiation for the sins of the people” (Heb. 2:17). In other words, he had to become one of us to save us. His genealogy proves that he did become one of us. Therefore he was able to offer his body—the body of a true and perfect man—for all our sins when he died on the cross. This is the Savior that God has sent to save everyone who trusts in him. We can count on him for eternal life, believing for sure what the Bible says about who he is. He is Jesus, the son of Heli, the son of David, the son of Judah, the son of Abraham, the son of Adam, and the Son of God. 
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 PARADISE REGAINED

   Luke 4:1–13
   


   And Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.’” And when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time. (Luke 4:12–13) 


   And so it begins. The Savior whose birth was announced by angels and celebrated by shepherds has come into the world. He was born in Bethlehem, dedicated in Jerusalem, raised in Nazareth, and baptized in the Jordan. Through these events and the witness of John the Baptist, Jesus Christ was revealed as the Savior of the world. 


   But all this was only by way of introduction. Luke took three long chapters to introduce the person of Jesus Christ. His grand prologue ended with a genealogy that triumphantly declares Jesus to be “the son of Adam, the son of God” (Luke 3:38). Then finally it began—his great mission to seek and to save the lost. And what a beginning! Jesus Christ had come to destroy the devil, to liberate people who were enslaved to Satan by sin. Rather than waging a secret war or launching a sneak attack, Jesus took the fight directly to Satan. Back at the river, heaven had opened to reveal Jesus as God the beloved Son. Now Jesus stepped right up to the gates of hell. He would not defeat the dark lord by deception, but in close combat on an open field of battle. So the Bible says, “Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness for forty days, being tempted by the devil” (Luke 4:1–2). 


   

   

 

MORTAL COMBAT 

   Every detail in this story is important. Jesus was led into the wilderness by the Holy Spirit, which shows that his trials and temptations were part of God’s plan. Jesus was full of the Spirit from his birth and by his baptism. Now, at the beginning of his ministry, the Spirit led him through the wilderness—not just into it, but also in it—guiding Jesus throughout his time of testing. Thus it was in the power of the Spirit that Jesus fought the devil. 


   Already here we see an important lesson for our own daily Christian experience. If Jesus followed the leading of the Spirit, so should we, trusting that even our trials and temptations are under the Spirit’s sovereign control. 


   The leading of the Spirit brought Jesus directly into conflict with God’s ancient adversary the devil, the mighty fallen angel whom the Bible also calls Satan. Luke does not tell us whether this conflict took place within the Savior’s soul or whether the devil appeared to Jesus in a visible form, as he did in the Garden of Eden. At the very least, he spoke to Jesus in an audible voice, and thus he was present in all the wickedness of his cruel power. The devil could not yet discern what Jesus would do to bring salvation, but he knew that his evil empire was under attack. He knew that this man Jesus had come to do the work of God, so he made a savage preemptive strike. 


   The setting for this conflict is significant. Jesus and Satan squared off in the wilderness. This takes us back to the place where the Israelites wandered, not for forty days, but for forty years. Just as the children of Israel were tested, so also Jesus—the true Israel—would be tested in the wilderness. There he would do what God’s people had failed to do: live in grateful obedience to God. 


   The wilderness also reminds us of the lost condition of fallen humanity. We are all in the wilderness, spiritually speaking. This is the unhappy result of our fall into sin. The first man faced the first temptation in a garden, and when he sinned, our entire race was cast out. To bring us back, therefore, Jesus had to go out into the wilderness and defeat the devil who first tempted us to sin. Michael Wilcock writes: 


    	He is in fact going right back to the beginning, back to square one: he is the new 	Adam. In Eden, the head of the human race was confronted by the tempter, disobeyed 	God’s word, and set the whole of mankind off on the wrong track. Now comes the second 	Adam, and alone in the wilderness he in his turn confronts the tempter. The difference 	is that he will win. He will be the totally obedient Man, Man as he was meant to 	be, Man who is altogether righteous, Man who never loses his relationship with God 	through sin.1


   


   By giving in to temptation, the first Adam banished us all to the wilderness. But by going out and resisting temptation, the last Adam brought us back to paradise. This is the premise of John Milton’s famous poem Paradise Regained. First Milton wrote Paradise Lost, the epic story “Of Man’s First disobedience, and the Fruit / Of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal taste / Brought Death into the World, and all our woe.”2 But the loss of paradise was not the end of the story. Jesus Christ came to regain what Adam had lost. He did this by resisting the very devil who tempted Adam. So Milton wrote a second poem, based on the temptation of Christ, a poem about 


    	Recover’d Paradise to all mankind,
 	By one man’s firm obedience fully tri’d
 	Through all temptation, and the Tempter foil’d
 	In all his wiles, defeated and repuls’t,
 	And Eden rais’d in the waste Wilderness.3


   


   It was in the wilderness that Christ began to regain paradise for his people. As he confronted the devil, the whole plan of salvation was in question. Satan had already snatched paradise away from us. If he could, he would also seize the kingdom of Christ. If Jesus failed at any point, then he too would be condemned as a sinner, and there would be no justifying righteousness for us—no atoning sacrifice, no bodily resurrection, and no hope of eternal life. Paradise would be lost forever. 


   But if Jesus could stand firm against Satan’s assault, resisting all his temptations, then paradise would be regained. What the devil offered him in the wilderness was the essence of all the temptations he would later face—all the things that would try to distract him from being the Savior that God had called him to be. If Jesus could withstand these trials, he could withstand anything. 


   

   

 

FIRST TEMPTATION: STONE INTO BREAD 

   Satan tempted Jesus throughout his time in the wilderness, probing for a weakness. But his most savage attack came right at the end of the forty days, when he made three devilish temptations that related to provision, power, and protection. 


   The first temptation was to turn stone into bread. The Bible says that Jesus was tempted in the wilderness for forty days: “And he ate nothing during those days. And when they were ended, he was hungry. The devil said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread’” (Luke 4:2–3). 


   To understand how tantalizing this was, we would have to endure a forty-day fast. Imagine going without food for a week, drinking only water. Then imagine extending that fast for five more weeks. Imagine not having anything to eat from now until the month after next. Then imagine surviving such a fast out in the desert. Jesus must have been at the very limits of physical endurance. People who have fasted this long testify that after days of gnawing hunger, they experience a euphoric release from their appetite for food. But this is only temporary, and in the weeks that follow, the body again becomes desperate in its craving. What Jesus suffered in the wilderness would have killed a weaker man. His condition was critical. At the end of forty days he was closer to death than at any other point in his life, except the crucifixion. 


   It was just at this moment, right at the point when he was most vulnerable, that Satan tempted Jesus to fix himself a little food. He had the power to do it, of course. It would only take an instant. One word from Jesus and the stone would become bread. 


   How tempting this must have been, simply from the standpoint of physical need. But this temptation also had a spiritual dimension. Satan was attacking Jesus as the Messiah.4 His diabolical strategy was to get him to doubt his own sonship. Satan had heard that Jesus was the Son of God. Possibly he was present at his baptism, when the Father introduced him as his beloved Son (Luke 3:22). But was it true? What proof did Jesus have that he really was the Son of God? The devil was casting doubt on what God said, as he loves to do. And if Jesus was the Son of God, then why was he on the verge of starvation? How could this be God’s will for his life? 


   So Satan tempted him with the first of his “so you say you’re the Son of God” temptations: “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread” (Luke 4:3). This was basically the same strategy that Satan used in the Garden of Eden, when he tried to get Adam and Eve to doubt that what God said about the tree of the knowledge of good and evil was really true. One way or another, all of Satan’s attacks strike at God’s Word. Whenever we are tempted to doubt the truth of the Bible, we may be sure that the devil is up to his old tricks. 


   In this case, Satan was trying to raise suspicion about the Father’s declaration that Jesus was his only beloved Son. He was tempting Jesus to prove his sonship, not just to Satan, but also to himself. If he was the Son of God, then surely God did not want him to die out in the wilderness. He had a divine right to his daily bread. So why not verify his sonship by showing that he had the miraculous power to make bread? 


   This temptation went right to the heart of what it meant for Jesus to be the Son of God and the Savior of the world. Jesus had come to do the Father’s will, not his own will. Among other things, this meant trusting God to provide for his needs. Soon the Father would send angels to care for him (see Matt. 4:11). But Jesus may not have known that, and for the moment, it was still the Father’s will for him to go hungry. Satan was tempting him (as he often tempts us) to be impatient, to get ahead of God’s timetable by meeting his own needs in his own way rather than waiting for God to provide. Kent Hughes writes: “Christ was tempted to provide for his material needs apart from the will of the Father and, furthermore, to go outside the natural order to meet his needs, to momentarily suspend living like a real human.”5 Jesus was tempted, therefore, to use his power as God to alleviate his suffering as a man. 


   In the face of this severe temptation, Jesus answered Satan with a word from God. He said, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone’” (Luke 4:4). Notice the first word in his response. Satan was challenging him to prove that he was the Son of God, but Jesus did not need to prove his divine sonship to Satan or to anyone else, least of all himself. There was no “if ” about it; he knew that he was the Son of God. He knew it because the Father had said it, and he believed what God said. So rather than defending his deity, Jesus highlighted his humanity. He said, “Man does not live by bread alone.” 


   By saying this, Jesus was identifying himself as a human being. It was as a man that he stood against the devil. Jesus was not masquerading as a man—a divine mind trapped in a human body. He was fully human, body and soul. Thus it was in his humanity that he withstood the wiles of Satan. We need to see this because usually we think that it was easy for Jesus to resist temptation. He was God, after all! Yet the Bible also says that Jesus was made in our human nature, that he was fully man, and that therefore “in every respect [he] has been tempted as we are” (Heb. 4:15). Understand this: Jesus did not resist the temptations of Satan by the superior power of his deity, but in all the weakness of his humanity. This gives us hope. Sometimes we say that we sin because we cannot help it. But by the grace that we have in Jesus Christ, we too have the ability to resist the devil: “because he himself has suffered when tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted” (Heb. 2:18). 


   If man does not live by bread alone, then how does he live? Jesus was quoting the book of Deuteronomy (God’s word to his people Israel when they were wandering in the wilderness), and the rest of the verse gives us the answer: “Man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut. 8:3). This is how Jesus lived: not by bread alone, but by the Word of God. 


   It was God’s Word that assured Jesus of his sonship, declaring that he was beloved of the Father. It was also God’s Word that led him into the wilderness. So if he was desperate for food, it was because his Father wanted him to be at the edge of starvation. However hard it was to understand, this was God’s will for his life. Jesus trusted that God was working for good because he trusted his Father’s Word. When it was time to leave the wilderness, the Holy Spirit would let him know. In the meantime, Jesus refused to take matters into his own hands. He wanted to do what God said. Therefore, he did not get his own food at his own time (especially not from the devil’s menu!), but waited for God’s provision. 


   Jesus was deeply dependent on God and his Word throughout his earthly ministry. No physical craving ever led him away from the path of obedience. He did not gratify his own desires, but subordinated his needs to the will of his Father. He performed many miracles for the benefit of others, but he never abused his divine power by using it in the service of his own human needs. 


   

   

 

SECOND TEMPTATION: THE CROWN WITHOUT THE CROSS 

   Satan never gives in without a fight. He will continue to wage war against Jesus Christ until the last desperate moment when he is cast into the eternal fire of God’s wrath (Rev. 20:10). So having failed at one temptation, he tried another. This time it was not a temptation to provision, but to power: “And the devil took him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time, and said to him, ‘To you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been delivered to me, and I give it to whom I will. If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours’” (Luke 4:5–7). 


   It must have been a spectacular vision. We think of Satan as a dark, ugly, and rather desperate creature. But he has much greater power than any man. Though fallen, he is mighty in his splendor. In fact, the Bible says that he is able to disguise himself “as an angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14). So when Jesus saw the devil in the wilderness, he was not looking at evil in all its squalor, but in all its sophistication. 


   Whether in body or spirit, the devil took Jesus to some lofty height. In an instant, he could see all the royal treasure, military power, and cultural achievements of the world’s great civilizations—everything from the golden roof of the temple in Jerusalem to the mighty Roman Empire in all its proud splendor. Perhaps he could even see future kingdoms, from the Ottoman Empire to the global superpower of the United States. And Jesus could see the gates of all the great cities swing open to receive him as their king. 


   Satan told Jesus that these kingdoms were his to give. As Milton put it in Paradise Regained, “The kingdoms of the world to thee I give; / For given to me, I give to whom I please.”6 This may seem like a delusion of grandeur. Was Satan telling the truth? Did he really have the authority to offer Jesus the world? Perhaps he did. Once sin entered the world, Satan gained power over the kingdoms of men, which is why Jesus called him “the ruler of this world” (e.g., John 12:31). But if Satan did rule the world for a time, it was only by God’s permission, never by his own possession. And even what was handed over to him in the power of sin was still under God’s sovereign control. So Satan was telling Jesus a half-truth, at most. He was posing as the ultimate power broker, but he was offering more than he had the right to give. 


   It must have been a strong temptation nevertheless. As the Son of God, Jesus had the right to receive the kingdom, the power, and the glory. It was his calling to be the king, and one day what Satan showed him would all be his. But how would he receive it? That was the question. God’s way was for Jesus to suffer and to die for sinners, and only then to receive the kingdom. But Satan offered it to Jesus on the spot. He could have the ecstasy without the agony. The kingdoms of this world could become the kingdom of Christ without the scorn, the scourging, the spitting, and the bloody crucifixion. Satan was tempting Jesus to seize the crown without suffering the cross. 


   All Jesus had to do was worship the devil. The kingdoms could all be his—just one quick bow of the knee and he would have the world at his feet. Satan was offering Jesus a shortcut. He could bypass Calvary and go straight on to glory. 


   If Jesus had done this, he would have had the greatest kingdom the world has ever seen. Just imagine what would have happened if Jesus had established an earthly kingdom that was allied to the power of Satan. Together they would have dominated the world. Jesus would have had his kingdom. But he never would have solved the problem of our sin. In order to do that, he had to suffer and die. Furthermore, his kingdom would not have endured. He would have ruled on earth as king, but never would have inherited the everlasting kingdom of his Father—the kingdom the Father had promised when he said, “You are my Son; today I have begotten you. Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, and the end of the earth your possession” (Ps. 2:7–8). 


   Worst of all, if Jesus had given in to this temptation, Satan would have become his lord. This was the devil’s ancient ambition, the one that first cast him out of heaven. He wanted to have all the glory for himself, and in this temptation he was grasping for some way to get it. But God’s plan was for the kingdom to be taken away from Satan forever, and for the devil himself to be destroyed. 


   It did not take Jesus long to give his answer. As powerful as this temptation was, he did not weigh his options. He did not take time to consider the alternatives. He did not contemplate how much easier it would have been to seize the crown without suffering the cross. He simply refused to worship Satan, or to compromise with him in any way: “Jesus answered him, ‘It is written, “You shall worship the Lord your God, and him only shall you serve”’” (Luke 4:8; Deut. 6:13). 


   Once again Jesus was quoting one of God’s commandments, the law that man was given to live by. He knew that it was wrong to worship anyone except God, and this was all that mattered. By refusing to worship Satan, Jesus was repudiating the popular path of worldly power. He was refusing to become a lesser messiah who ruled over only an earthly kingdom. And he was rejecting Satan’s desperate attempt to become his lord. Jesus was choosing instead to walk the way of the cross. His goal was not to gain a kingdom for himself, but to save his people. To do this he was willing to suffer and to die for our sins. As for the kingdom, he would wait to receive it from his Father’s hand. 


   

   

 

THIRD TEMPTATION: PUTTING GOD TO THE TEST 

   By this time Satan was getting rather desperate. Jesus had refused to use his divine power to satisfy his acute physical need. He had rejected the offer of the easy kingdom. Yet Satan thought he detected an area of weakness. He noticed that Jesus always went back to Scripture. If he could get Jesus to sin, it would have to be on the basis of something God said in his Word. So with fiendish cunning, Satan took Jesus “to Jerusalem and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, for it is written, “He will command his angels concerning you, to guard you,” and “On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone”’” (Luke 4:9–11). 


   This was the third temptation: putting God to the test. What Satan proposed was spectacular. He took Jesus to the apex of the temple, either on the roof over the sanctuary or the royal portico that soared five hundred feet above the Kidron Valley. From that dizzy height he challenged Jesus to throw himself on God’s mercy. If Jesus jumped, then surely his Father would save him. After all, this was a promise from the Psalms: God would save his Messiah (Ps. 91:11–12). 


   If Jesus took this leap of faith, and landed safely, then everyone would know that he was the Son of God. Once again, the devil was trying to get Jesus to test his own identity. How could he be sure that he was the Son of God? All he had to go on was what God said, but what did that prove? If Jesus wanted to know for sure, he had to see if God would save him. Satan was tempting Jesus to demand a sign instead of taking God at his word, to live by sight rather than by faith. 


   Leaping from the temple would also prove his identity to others. The Jews of that day expected the Messiah to take his stand at the temple. The ancient writings known as Midrash record the traditional Jewish belief that when the Messiah came, he would appear at the temple: “Our teachers have taught,” the writings say, that “when the King, the Messiah, reveals himself, he will come and stand on the roof of the Temple.”7 Satan was daring Jesus to go one step farther and jump off! It would be a public proof of his true identity as the Son of God, because when God saved him, the people and priests who were worshiping there would know that he was their Messiah. 


   But Jesus refused to presume upon his Father’s protection or to demand any further proof that he was the Son of God. He had heard the Father say that he was, and this was enough for him. Nor did he need to prove it to anyone else. So he refused to jump. Instead, he rebuked Satan with a clear command from God, using Scripture to interpret Scripture: “You shall not put the Lord your God to the test” (Luke 4:12; cf. Deut. 6:16). Satan was trying to get Jesus to put his Father to the test; but since Jesus is God incarnate, Satan was putting God to the test himself, which the Bible says no one should ever do. 


   If Jesus had jumped, presumably the Father would have been compelled to save him. But that would have inverted the proper order of things. The Son had come to do his Father’s will, and not the other way around: “To jump off the temple would have been to take the initiative and force God into a situation where he would have no choice but to back up the action in order to avert disaster, or else to be accused of unfaithfulness if he did not. That would have been to reverse the role of man and God, and of Son and Father.”8


   The day came when Jesus did put his life in God’s hands. It came on Good Friday, when he said, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” (Luke 23:46). But then it was in obedience to God’s will, not to pull some kind of daredevil stunt. The day also came when the Father proved to Jesus and to everyone else that Jesus was the Son of God. The proof came on Easter Sunday, when God raised Jesus from the dead. He did not save his Son from death, but brought him through death into everlasting life. And Jesus was willing to wait for all this. Rather than jumping ahead, he trusted the Father to prove his sonship at the right and proper time, waiting for the confirmation of his resurrection. 


   

   

 

OUR SAVIOR IN THE FIGHT 

   Three diabolical temptations, met by three biblical responses—and when it was all over, Satan had to leave in disgrace. Here we see the truth of God’s promise: “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you” (James 4:7). But Satan would not be gone for long, for “when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time” (Luke 4:13; cf. 22:3). Their struggle would not be over until they battled to the death. But for the time being, Jesus had triumphed, resisting and refusing every temptation. What Satan intended as a temptation actually turned out to be a test or trial that proved the saving innocence of Jesus. 


   From his example, we learn how to stand firm against the devil’s schemes. For Satan tempts us in many of the same ways that he tempted Jesus. We are tempted to doubt the goodness of God’s fatherly care and put our physical desires ahead of our obedience to God. Satan wants us to gratify ourselves with food, sex, and entertainment rather than to make costly sacrifices of our time, money, and strength for the kingdom of God. What comforts are you giving up to advance the gospel? What compromises with pleasure are sapping your holy strength to glorify God? 


   We are also tempted to seek earthly glory and gain rather than to suffer for the cause of Christ. We want to have what we think we deserve, any way we can get it. So Satan tempts us take the easy way out, even if it means bowing to his wicked will. What are you working to get without waiting for God to give it to you? 


   Then we face the temptation to put God to the test. Does the Father love us? Will he really care for us? Instead of simply taking God at his Word, we want him to prove it. So Satan tempts us to base our attitude towards God on our personal experience rather than on the promises of God’s Word. We make our comfort and safety the measure of God’s love. We live by sight, and not by faith. If life is good, we think God is good; but if we come to any harm, we immediately question his motives. What demands are you placing on God before you will trust in his plan, or even before you will accept Jesus as Savior and Lord? 


   If it is true that Satan tempts us in some of the same ways that he tempted Jesus, then Jesus also shows us how to resist. Remember that Jesus faced these temptations in the weakness of his humanity. Furthermore, he did not draw any weapons that we do not have at our disposal. He defeated the devil by wielding “the sword of the Spirit” (Eph. 6:17), resisting temptation by the power of God’s Word. Jesus was able to do this because he knew his Bible word for word. This shows the importance of Bible memory work. We need to store God’s Word in our hearts, as Jesus did, so that we might not sin against God (Ps. 119:11). It is the Bible that teaches us not to live for pleasure, but by every word that comes from God; it is the Bible that teaches us to worship God alone; and it is the Bible that teaches us not to put God to the test. If we want to stand firm against the devil, we need to know and to do what God says in his Word. 


   As true as all that is, and as useful as it is for the Christian life, it is not the main point of this passage. The main point is that Jesus stood alone against Satan as the Son of God and resisted the temptations that he alone could face and endure. It is only because Jesus stood firm in the wilderness that he was able to offer a perfect sacrifice on the cross and save us from our sins. And it is only because Jesus resisted first that we ever resist any temptation at all. In the words of Ambrose, the early church father, Jesus was “led into the desert for a purpose, in order to challenge the devil. If he had not fought, he would not have conquered him for me.”9


   Our victory comes through the victory of Jesus Christ. Jesus did what he did against the devil so that he could gain us victory in our struggle against sin. If we had to face the devil without the saving work of Jesus Christ and without the gracious help of his Spirit, we wouldn’t last more than a millisecond. But we do not face temptation alone. Jesus is our great champion in the fight. By his obedience in the wilderness, by his sufferings on the cross, and by his resurrection from the dead, he has defeated the devil and opened the way for us to enter paradise. 
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 THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JESUS

   Luke 4:14–21
   


   “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Luke 4:18–19) 


   What is the best sermon that you ever heard? For some people it is the sermon that brought them to saving faith in Jesus Christ. For others it is a sermon that brought special comfort in a season of sorrow, or clear guidance at a time of indecision. Still others would say it was a sermon that brought them back to God after they had wandered far away, or that helped them see the glory of his sovereign grace. 


   But of all the great sermons that have been preached since the beginning of the world, no one has ever preached a better sermon than the first one that Jesus preached in his hometown of Nazareth. It brings people to saving faith, gives them hope in all their troubles, and helps them see the glory of the Son of God. What could be better than to hear our Savior preach, and preach about himself? This is what he did at the synagogue in Nazareth: he preached the gospel according to Jesus. Luke recorded this sermon because of all the things that he wanted us to know for sure, the most important is the good news of salvation in Christ. And what better way for us to hear it than from the Savior’s own lips? 


   

   

 

JESUS BEGINS TO PREACH 

   By the time he delivered his famous sermon, Jesus had earned something of a reputation as a preacher. The Bible says that after being tempted in the wilderness, “Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee, and a report about him went out through all the surrounding country. And he taught in their synagogues, being glorified by all” (Luke 4:14–15). 


   Here we see the secret of our Savior’s success: he preached in the power of the Spirit. This is the secret of any effective ministry. What empowers people who preach the gospel is the animating influence of God the Holy Spirit. The famous Welsh preacher Martyn Lloyd-Jones described this anointing as “God giving power, an enabling, through the Spirit, to the preacher in order that he may do this work in a manner that lifts it up beyond the efforts and endeavours of man to a position in which the preacher is being used by the Spirit and becomes the channel through whom the Spirit works.”1


   This power of the Spirit is accessible to anyone who comes to God in faith, but Jesus possessed it in a unique way, and to the fullest measure. As the divine Son of God, he was conceived by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35). He was also baptized by the Holy Spirit, who descended on him in the form of a dove (Luke 3:22). Then he went out to face the devil, and the Bible says he did it “full of the Holy Spirit” (Luke 4:1). The Spirit remained on him throughout his public ministry. Jesus did not operate independently, serving by his own strength, but dependently, relying on the Spirit’s work. The same divine spiritual power that accomplished his incarnation and enabled him to defeat the devil, also empowered his ministry of word and deed. This is one of the great mysteries of the Godhead: in doing his saving work, the Son was vitally connected to the Father and the Spirit within the triune being of God. This mystery is also one of the main secrets to effective gospel ministry: if Jesus depended on the Spirit, how much more should we rely on his gracious influence. 


   The opening verses of this passage also give us the location for Jesus’ ministry. He was preaching in Galilee, which was the region where he was raised—the northern part of Israel that surrounded the Sea of Galilee. To be more specific, Jesus was preaching in the synagogues of Galilee. Each town had its own meeting place for worship. By going there, Jesus placed his divine seal of approval on the public worship of God. 


   If anyone had the right to think that he didn’t need to go to worship, it was Jesus. Imagine how many times he had to sit through below average teaching. How easy it would have been for him to say that he didn’t need to go to the synagogue, that he could commune with his Father better somewhere off by himself. Yet throughout his life, Jesus maintained a regular pattern of public worship. This was “his custom,” as we learn in Luke 4:16. Jesus sang through the psalms. He listened to God’s Word. He said his prayers. And if going to worship was good enough for him, then obviously it needs to be a priority for us as well. Weekly worship attendance is the foundation for any life that glorifies God. Therefore, “Let us not give up meeting together” (Heb. 10:25 NIV). 


   As Jesus traveled from synagogue to synagogue, he began to teach. He started having an itinerant ministry as a Bible teacher. And as Jesus preached, people began to respond, so that he became a sensation all over Galilee. The spiritual power of his teaching awakened people’s minds and hearts. They began to praise his preaching—in a word, to glorify him. Even if they did not fully understand who he was, they were beginning to do the very thing for which they were made: to glorify God in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ. This is the way that everyone who hears his voice ought to respond. What Jesus says is thrilling to the soul, and whenever we hear it, we should give glory to God. 


   

   

 

HOMETOWN SERMON 

   We do not know how many weeks or months Jesus spent teaching his way through Galilee, but eventually he went back home to Nazareth. There he preached the gospel of his very own grace. Luke records this remarkable incident in some detail: 


   And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And as was his custom, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and he stood up to read. And the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written, 


    	“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
　 	because he has anointed me
　　 	to proclaim good news to the poor.
 	He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives
 　	and recovering of sight to the blind,
 　　	to set at liberty those who are oppressed,
 	to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”


   


   And he rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the attendant and sat down. And the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. And he began to say to them, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke 4:16–21; cf. Isa. 61:1–2; 58:6) 




   This account is fascinating for what it tells us about public worship in the time of Christ. Every Sabbath, people gathered to worship God at their local synagogue. We know from other sources that they began by singing the psalms. But the center of their worship was reading and preaching the Old Testament. It was always a dramatic moment: someone would take a sacred scroll of Holy Scripture out of its container. He would give it to the teacher, who would carefully unroll it to the passage he wanted to teach. Then he would read it, translating from Hebrew into Aramaic so that people could understand. While he was reading, he remained standing out of respect for God’s Word. Often there were two readings, one from the Law and one from the Prophets. When this was finished, the scrolls were carefully put away and the teacher sat down in a chair on a raised platform that signified his spiritual authority and began to teach. Finally, the service ended with prayers known as the Eighteen Benedictions. 


   The service at Nazareth followed the usual pattern. During worship, someone took out the Isaiah scroll and handed it to Jesus. This was not surprising. In those days it was common for visiting rabbis to be invited to speak. In this case, Jesus had become a local celebrity, so it was natural for him to be asked to preach. 


   Jesus began by finding the part of Isaiah’s prophecy that he wanted to read. This shows how familiar he was with the Scriptures of the Old Testament. The scroll that Jesus read was not divided into chapters and verses. In fact, it wasn’t even divided into words! Ancient Hebrew texts simply placed one letter next to another, without any spaces or punctuation. So to find the right place, Jesus must have had an intimate knowledge of the Hebrew language in general and of Isaiah’s prophecy in particular. He not only worshiped God, but he also knew his Word. This is a powerful example for us. If the very Son of God devoted himself to studying the Bible, then we must do the same. How can we possibly live without the Scriptures that satisfied our Savior’s soul? 


   So far everything had gone according to custom. As usual, the people of Nazareth had sung their psalms and heard the reading of God’s Word. What they heard this particular week came from the end of Isaiah, where the Suffering Servant spoke about the great day of salvation. If they had been listening carefully, they would have heard Isaiah promise liberation to four kinds of people: the poor, the prisoners, the blind, and the oppressed. 


   If they knew their Bibles well, they might even have caught the prophet’s reference to the ancient custom of the jubilee. According to the law of God, every fiftieth year was a special year of celebration in Israel, called the year of jubilee. As we read in Leviticus, “You shall consecrate the fiftieth year, and proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you, when each of you shall return to his property and each of you shall return to his clan” (Lev. 25:10). This is what Isaiah meant by “the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:19). The jubilee was a year of amnesty, when slaves were set free from their servitude. It was a year of redemption, when debtors were released from their financial obligations. And it was a year of restoration, when lost property was returned to its rightful owners. 


   What Isaiah prophesied was a jubilee to end all jubilees, and when the people of Nazareth heard it, they should have known that he was speaking about the great day of salvation. They should have recognized it as a prophecy about the Messiah, for this is the meaning of “anointed” (Luke 4:18): the “anointed one” was the Messiah, or, to use the Greek word for it, the Christ. Therefore, when godly people heard Isaiah’s prophecy, it gave them hope that one day God would come and save his people. 


   When Jesus finished reading from Isaiah, he rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the attendant. Then he sat down in the seat of authority. A sense of expectancy hung in the air; everyone wanted to know what Jesus would say. Luke tells us, “the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him” (Luke 4:20). This true, factual description of what happened that day contains a profound spiritual lesson. Like the people of Nazareth, we need to look to Jesus and listen to his gospel. 


   What the Savior said next was one of the most amazing statements in Luke’s Gospel and one of the most radical claims that Jesus ever made: “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). Jesus was announcing the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. The anointed one, the Messiah, the Christ had come. The Suffering Servant had arrived, bringing salvation. And with him came all the things that Isaiah promised would only come on the great day of God: good news for the poor, freedom for the captives, sight for the blind, and liberty for people under oppression. 


   

   

 

JESUS, THE PREACHER 

   The first word in Jesus’ sermon was “today.” Jesus used this word to give his sermon a sense of immediacy. He was announcing “the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:19)—the prolonged period when salvation would come to God’s people. The new epoch would begin that very day. For when Jesus said that the Scripture had been fulfilled, he meant, very simply, that everything Isaiah said was really about him. He was the fulfillment! Isaiah’s prophecy identified his person and defined his work. It explained who Jesus was and what he had come to do. 


   Who was Jesus? He was the Christ. This was perhaps the first time Jesus had declared that he was Israel’s Messiah. He did this implicitly by taking Isaiah’s words and claiming them as his own: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me” (Luke 4:18). This was a clear way of claiming to be the Christ. Jesus was saying that he was the anointed one, the Messiah. His anointing was his baptism, when the Holy Spirit descended on him like a dove. Jesus of Nazareth was God’s chosen servant, the Spiritanointed Christ. As he carried out his ministry, he did everything in obedience to the Father, by the power of the Spirit. 


   What had Jesus come to do? The very thing that Isaiah promised: “to proclaim good news to the poor,” and in doing so, “to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18–19). 


   These words were revolutionary, but not in the way that most people thought. When they heard what Jesus said, they assumed it was some kind of political manifesto. They expected an earthly salvation that would bring a physical deliverance. Some of them wanted him to give the poor a higher standard of living—a social revolution. Some of them wanted him to heal the sick—a medical revolution. Still others wanted him to overthrow the Romans—a political revolution. Jesus had the power to do all of that. In fact, that is what Satan tempted him to do, and it was a real temptation for him. But it was not what he was called to do. 


   People who were looking only for an earthly kingdom were frustrated when Jesus failed to bring it. Yes, he fed the hungry, gave sight to the blind, and released people from satanic oppression. Jesus cared for people’s bodies as well as their souls. His miracles helped to prove that he was the Christ, showing that God’s kingdom had come. Nevertheless, they were not his primary purpose. 


   First and foremost, Jesus came to bring spiritual deliverance from the power of sin. The key word in these verses is the word “proclaim,” which occurs three times. Jesus was sent to proclaim good news, to proclaim liberty, to proclaim the Lord’s favor. Although this good news has physical, social, medical, and political implications, it is first and foremost a proclamation. This is why Jesus told the people who were gathered at the synagogue in Nazareth that day that Isaiah’s prophecy was fulfilled in their hearing (Luke 4:21). They did not see any prisoners gain their freedom or any blind people recover their sight. But they did hear Jesus preach the gospel, and when they heard it, Isaiah’s prophecy came true. Salvation had come by the proclamation of God’s Word. 


   In fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy, Jesus preached to four kinds of people. First, he preached to the poor. People often wonder whether this statement refers to people who are poor in financial terms, which of course it does, but it also goes deeper. When Jesus spoke about the poor, he was referring to the common people of the land, who lived in humble poverty. In biblical terms, the poor are “the downtrodden and disadvantaged, helpless in themselves and at the mercy of powerful people and adverse circumstances.”2 Most of the people in places like Nazareth were poor in this sense, as were many of the people that we meet in this Gospel. Luke had a special concern for the needs of the poor. So did Jesus, and what he came to bring them was good news, which is another way of saying that it was the gospel. Jesus did not come to raise their standard of living, although God often makes the righteous prosper. Jesus came to give the poor something richer: the good news that by trusting in him they would receive forgiveness for their sins and the guarantee of eternal life, with all the treasures of heaven. 


   Why did Jesus say that his gospel was for the poor? Wasn’t it also for the rich? Yes, the gospel is for everyone who is willing to receive it. In fact, later in this very sermon, Jesus mentions two people who were saved by grace: one poor (the widow of Zarephath) and one rich (Naaman the Syrian).3 Both of them recognized their true spiritual poverty and turned to God in faith. But Jesus said he had good news for the poor so they would know the grace of God. Usually the poor get overlooked, but Jesus said the gospel was for them as much as for anyone else. This was not a way of excluding anyone (not even the rich), but of including everyone (even the poor). 


   The gospel is also for captives. Jesus said, “He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives” (Luke 4:18). This echoes the great text from Leviticus that rings out from Philadelphia’s famous Liberty Bell: “Proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof ” (Lev. 25:10). The word Jesus used for captives (aichmalōtois) referred originally to prisoners captured in time of war. In the context of Leviticus and Isaiah, it also included people who sold themselves into slavery in order to pay their debts. 


   If Jesus meant to free captives only in this literal sense, then he would have had a rather narrow agenda, with little relevance for people in Nazareth. But this verse has a wider meaning. The key is the word “liberty,” or “release,” as some versions have it. The same word is used again at the end of the verse, where Jesus proclaims “liberty for those who are oppressed” (Luke 4:18). David Gooding writes, “The Greek word for ‘release’ on both occasions is aphesis. Its associated verb carries a wide range of meaning: ‘to send away, discharge, let go, release, allow’ and then the specialized sense ‘to forgive’, since to forgive is to release someone from his debts, guilt, obligations and deserved penalties. The noun aphesis can mean ‘release’, ‘discharge’, ‘setting free’ in a general sense or else ‘forgiveness’.”4


   When we take the word this way—and Luke typically uses the various forms of aphiēmi and aphesis to mean forgiveness (e.g., Luke 1:77; 5:20–24; 7:47–49; 24:47)—we see that Jesus was referring to the most liberating, emancipating release of all: freedom from guilt through the forgiveness of sins. There is no greater captivity than bondage to sin. It imprisons the mind, enslaves the heart, and incarcerates the soul. If that is what sin does, then what Jesus did on the cross is the world’s greatest deliverance. By dying for our sins, Jesus paid the debt that we owed to God and thereby freed us from our captivity to sin and guilt. As Charles Wesley put it in one of his famous hymns: “He breaks the pow’r of reigning sin, / he sets the pris’ner free; / his blood can make the foulest clean, / his blood availed for me.”5 This is the gospel according to Jesus. 


   

   

 

THE BLIND AND THE CAPTIVES 

   Then Jesus preached to the blind. People ask whether this refers to physical or spiritual blindness, and again the answer is both. Later in his Gospel Luke will give an account of Jesus restoring sight to a blind man (Luke 18:35–43). This was a sign of the age to come, when every child of God will have perfect vision: God has promised that every believer will see Jesus Christ in all his glory (Matt. 5:8; 1 John 3:2). 


   If Jesus came to restore only physical sight, it would be a somewhat limited blessing. It would be great for blind people, but even for them, it would fail to address their deepest need. To be sure, the ability to see is a precious gift. I learned this in a powerful way as I watched my brother-in-law adjust to losing his sight. He would give almost anything to get his vision back. But even eyesight is nothing compared to the gift of being able to see the grace of God. Blind believers like my brother-inlaw testify that it is infinitely more precious to them to see Jesus by faith than to see anything else in the world. This is what Jesus came to do: to give sight for the blind. He came to help us see our sin and our need of a Savior so that we would look to him for grace. Even when he gave people physical sight, as he sometimes did, it was so they would know that he had the power to help them see the day of salvation. 


   Like the healing of physical blindness, the recovery of spiritual sight is a prominent motif in Luke’s Gospel (see Luke 2:30; 24:16, 31). This motif comes to a triumphant conclusion in the book of Acts, Luke’s sequel, when the apostle Paul announces his divine mission to the Gentiles: “to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 26:18). 


   Fourth, and finally, Jesus preached to the oppressed, offering them the same thing that he offered the captives: liberty, freedom, release. The oppressed are people who are crushed in spirit and shattered by the hard experiences of life. When Jesus spoke about oppression, he was speaking to anyone dominated by the powerful forces of evil in the world, including people who have suffered the cruelty of verbal, emotional, or physical abuse. “Oppression” is the biblical category for what people today would call “abuse.” It also describes anyone who is under spiritual oppression, such as the people whom Jesus freed from demons (e.g., Luke 4:31–36; 11:14). 


   Jesus cares for people who are oppressed, and he has come to set them free. One day all oppression will cease. But in the meantime, God has grace for people who have been wounded by wickedness. We have the comfort of knowing that Jesus himself endured oppression on his way to the cross, and by his Spirit he speaks hope to our wounded hearts. Norval Geldenhuys summarizes this all by saying that in his gospel, Jesus 


    	announced that He was the One anointed by God with the Spirit to proclaim the glad 	tidings to the poor. God had sent Him to heal those who were brokenhearted and found 	themselves in spiritual distress; to proclaim deliverance to those who were captives 	in the power of sin and in spiritual wretchedness; to give back to the spiritually 	blind the power of sight; to cause those who were downcast and inwardly bruised 	to go forward in triumph; and thus to “proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord,” 	i.e. to announce the Messianic age—the period ushered in by His appearance, in which 	God will grant His salvation to His people.6


   


   

   

 

FREE AT LAST! 

   The Puritans used to say that God had only one Son, and he made him a preacher. What Jesus preached at the synagogue in Nazareth was a simple sermon, based on a specific passage of Scripture, with a single point of application. It was the kind of sermon that every minister ought to preach: a Scripture-based, Christ-centered sermon—an expository sermon that explains what the Bible says and proclaims the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ. 


   The gospel according to Jesus has at least two great implications for us. First, it shows that Jesus can save us in all our need. In his prophecy, Isaiah listed some of the deepest forms of human distress: poverty, imprisonment, blindness, and oppression. Jesus came to save all those people, and if he can save them, he can save anyone. 


   His gospel is for us in our poverty. Darrell Bock comments, “it is the poor in general who sense their need in the greatest way and, as a result, respond most directly and honestly to Jesus. They characterize concretely the person in need. Their material deprivation often translates into spiritual sensitivity, humility, and responsiveness to God’s message of hope. The message is offered to them and they tend to be the most responsive to it.”7 This is often true, but not always. Sometimes the poor are too proud to admit their spiritual poverty, in which case they never receive the gospel. This is especially true in a country like the United States where, compared to the rest of the world, even the poor have a high standard of living. But we are all poor, if only we will see it. We have nothing to offer God except the crushing debt of our sin. But Jesus offers us the riches of his grace: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich” (2 Cor. 8:9). 


   The gospel of Jesus is for us in our bondage. We are held captive by all kinds of evil passions, foolish pleasures, sinful lusts, and selfish ambitions. What sins are keeping us captive? What guilt is enslaving our souls? Jesus came to set us free. By his death on the cross, our sins are totally and completely forgiven; by his resurrection, we have power in the Spirit to resist temptation and lead a holy life. In our struggle with sin, we are called to believe in the good news of Jesus Christ. 


   The gospel of Jesus is for us in our blindness. Did you know that sin is the world’s leading cause of blindness? It blinds us to the Scriptures: we do not see the truth of God’s Word. It blinds us to our sin itself: we do not see our need to be forgiven. It even blinds us to the Savior: we do not see the salvation that Jesus has to offer. We do not see any of these things until Jesus comes to cure our blindness. It is only by the illumination of his Spirit that we are able to believe the Bible, repent of our sin, and trust in him for our salvation. If you are still groping around in spiritual darkness, then pray for Jesus to show you the light. 


   Then the gospel of Jesus is for us in our oppression. He is our strong protector, and by his grace, we are safe with him. He is “the Friend of the poor in spirit, the Physician of the diseased heart, the Deliverer of the soul in bondage.”8 Jesus can save us in all our need. As his gospel is preached, he calls us to trust in him and be saved. 


   From this a second implication follows: the gospel that saved us is the same gospel that other people need. The same Holy Spirit that anointed Jesus has been poured out on us. Now we are called to proclaim his gospel to the people around us, who are just as needy as we are. Obviously, the gospel according to Jesus has implications for meeting people’s physical needs. Like Jesus, we are called to care for people’s bodies as well as their souls. This means meeting the material needs of the poor. It means visiting the captives in prison. It means helping the blind and people with other disabilities. It means comforting those who suffer abuse. 


   According to Jesus, the gospel calls us to this kind of concern. “What is in view,” writes Darrell Bock, “is a spiritual and social transformation in a new community.”9 Earlier in the passage that Jesus read from Isaiah, God rebuked his people for not taking care of the poor. He asked them: “Is not this the fast that I choose: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the straps of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover him, and not to hide yourself from your own flesh?” (Isa. 58:6–7). In other words, God demands his people to have a heart for the poor. 


   Nevertheless, we need to make sure that the main thing always remains the main thing, and the main thing is to preach the gospel. What people call “the social gospel” often ends up being all social and no gospel. But this was not the kind of ministry that Jesus had, nor is it the kind of ministry that he calls us to have. His priority was to proclaim the good news. Thus the leading edge of Christ-centered ministry to a needy community is always the preaching of the gospel. 


   What people need most is the good news of salvation in Christ. What do poor people need? Maybe they need more money, and if they do, we need to provide for their basic needs. But the main thing poor people need is the gospel, which offers them all the treasures of heaven through faith in Jesus Christ. What do prisoners need? They may want to get out of prison, but what they need most is freedom from sin, which comes only through Christ and his cross. What do people with disabilities need? Often they need practical assistance, which we are called to help provide, but above all they need the hope that their sins are forgiven, and that one day Jesus will raise their bodies from the dead. What do people need when they are oppressed and abused? They need comfort and protection, which we should offer, but also the safety and security of eternal life. 


   This is what we all need: the gospel according to Jesus, in all its saving, liberating power. If we want to see people’s lives transformed—including our own—we need to give people the gospel. The renewal of the church and the reformation of society come through preaching the cross and the empty tomb. 


   Some years ago Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church was part of a study on urban ministry. Sociologists examined the impact of the church’s service to the city, and when their report was finished, staff members at the church were given an opportunity to read a draft before it went to print. The report contained many encouraging remarks about the church’s compassion for the city, but it also reflected an unfortunate misunderstanding. It said that Tenth was committed to urban ministry almost in spite of its strong commitment to expository preaching. Somehow traditional Bible teaching was considered to be at odds with a real concern for the city. 


   Thankfully, the researchers were willing to revise their report, because there can be no contradiction between proclaiming the gospel and caring for people in need. We believe in the gospel according to Jesus. It is just because of our commitment to proclaiming God’s Word that we are committed to the poor, the prisoners, the disabled, and the oppressed. We believe the gospel according to Jesus, which begins with the proclamation of good news. 


   Do you believe this gospel? If so, it has lifted you up from the poverty of your soul, released you from captivity to sin, and helped you see past your spiritual blindness. Now God is calling you to help others who have the same desperate needs. According to Jesus, what they need is the gospel. If we love Jesus, and listen to him, we will give it to them. 
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 A PROPHET WITHOUT HONOR

   Luke 4:22–30
   


   When they heard these things, all in the synagogue were filled with wrath. And they rose up and drove him out of the town and brought him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they could throw him down the cliff. (Luke 4:28–29) 


   Who is Jesus, and what does he want with me?” This is the question that keeps coming up as we study the Gospel of Luke. From the opening lines of his book, Luke has been showing us Jesus. We have heard the news of his virgin birth, witnessed his baptism as the beloved Son, seen his struggle with Satan, and listened to his preaching of the gospel. As we look and listen, we are confronted with his claims. Luke wants us to know for sure that Jesus is the Christ. But do we believe that he is the God and Savior he claimed to be? And if he is, are we willing to follow him? These are questions we cannot avoid; we are compelled to ask them again and again: Who is Jesus, and what does he want with me? 


   Some people respond to Jesus in trusting faith. The more they listen to his teaching, the more they want to do what he says. The more they see his miracles, the more they want to worship him. The more they watch how he cares for people, the more they want to have a relationship with him. Soon they are thinking about Jesus all the time, and in the words of one writer, “That is how falling in love happens. We cannot get a person out of our minds. We are captivated by his or her beauty, by what he or she is like as a person. And it happens that way when people encounter the real Jesus in Scripture. If you try to ‘sell’ him in a world that is constantly hawking products, it comes across as just one more sales pitch. But if you let people see Jesus, he sells himself.”1


   This was Luke’s strategy in writing his Gospel: he showed people Jesus so that Jesus could “sell himself.” However, Luke knew that not everyone would be ready to buy. Some people come to Jesus in faith, but others deny his claim to be the Christ. In fact, people even rejected him in his own hometown. 


   

   

 

FIRST IMPRESSIONS 

   It happened the very first time that Jesus preached in Nazareth. He had been traveling from town to town, teaching the Bible. When he finally came back home, Jesus preached from the book of Isaiah. He said the poor would get the gospel: the captives would gain their freedom, the blind would see, and the abused would be released from their oppression. This was the gospel according to Jesus. 


   How did people respond to this gospel? This is something Luke always wanted to show. It is one of his basic literary strategies. First Jesus does something or says something. Then people respond, and their response tells us something about Jesus, and about the kind of relationship he wants to have with us. 


   In this case, people responded favorably, at least initially. At first Jesus was as popular in Nazareth as he was everywhere else. Luke tells us: “And all spoke well of him and marveled at the gracious words that were coming from his mouth” (Luke 4:22). People were very impressed. Most of them knew Jesus well. As they watched him grow up, they had always admired him, for the Scripture says that during his early years he “increased in favor with God and man” (Luke 2:52). Jesus was an attractive person; he had an excellent reputation. But the people of Nazareth generally were unaware that he knew how to teach the Bible. They did not know how well he knew the Scriptures. So when Jesus started to preach, they felt the same way people feel when a familiar child unexpectedly turns out to be an all-star athlete or a musical virtuoso. They were surprised and pleased. Luke tells us they “marveled” at what he was saying. 


   It is easy to imagine the kinds of things that people said. Some probably commented that they were close friends of the family. Others would have said they were astonished to find out that Jesus was such a dynamic speaker. Still others undoubtedly said that they had known it all along, that there had always been something special about that young man. But all of them were proud of the local boy who made good. 


   Yet sadly this was as far as things ever went. Later Jesus would tell his disciples to watch out when people spoke well of them (Luke 6:26), and this was something he had learned from his own experience. People in Nazareth were amazed at his speaking ability, but they did not understand what he was actually saying. The proof comes in the question they asked: “Is not this Joseph’s son?” (Luke 4:22). This was true as far as it went: Joseph was the earthly father of Jesus. The implication was that a carpenter like Joseph could not have a son who was a teacher; ordinarily, teachers came from the families of the rabbis. If people had really listened to the sermon, however, they would have realized that Jesus was much more than the son of Joseph. By announcing the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy, Jesus was claiming to be the Christ. The people were right to discuss his identity, but instead of wondering whether he was the son of Joseph, they should have wondered whether he was the Son of God. 


   Many people respond the same way today. They admire Jesus for his teaching. They are willing to recognize him as one of the best men who ever lived. But unfortunately they never think of him as anything more than merely a human being. This was part of the problem in Nazareth, where people identified Jesus as Joseph’s son, but refused to worship him as the Son of God. 


   It is not enough to speak well of Jesus, or even to marvel at his gracious words. He demands a more definite response. He is not merely the best of men; he is also the glorious God. Therefore, we cannot put him in the same category with ordinary men, as people tried to do in Nazareth. If all we do is admire Jesus, then we dishonor him, because he deserves to be worshiped as God and served as Lord. 


   Dismissing Jesus in this way is a danger for people who have been in the church for a long time. We get familiar with Jesus—maybe too familiar. We are never in any danger of thinking too highly of Jesus, but we are often guilty of not thinking of him highly enough. We preach about Jesus. We sing about Jesus. We even speak well about Jesus. But this is not enough. Jesus Christ is God the Son. He is the sovereign Lord over all creation, the great and mighty God, with saving grace for sinners. His deity is supreme and his lordship is absolute. Therefore, Jesus deserves nothing less than all our obedience, all our worship, and all our service. 


   

   

 

PROVE IT! 

   If the people of Nazareth had believed in Jesus and his gospel, they would have worshiped him as the Christ. But they were not ready to bow down and worship, so Jesus made a rather mysterious comment: “Doubtless you will quote to me this proverb, ‘Physician, heal yourself.’ What we have heard you did at Capernaum, do here in your hometown as well” (Luke 4:23). 


   In those days medicine was a rather haphazard science, if it could be called a science at all. People looked upon doctors with a fair amount of skepticism. When medical professionals proposed a remedy, their patients asked for some kind of reassurance that it would actually work. If this seemed doubtful (as it often did), they would say, “Physician, heal yourself.” In other words, “Before you touch my body, or make me drink something nasty, let me see you try it first!” 


   As Jesus preached, he perceived that people in his own hometown were looking at him with the same kind of skepticism. They knew that he was Joseph’s son, but they did not believe that he was the Christ, and they wanted some kind of proof. They had heard stories about the miracles he did in the nearby village of Capernaum. As far as they were concerned, if Jesus wanted them to believe, he had to show them what he could do. His preaching was not enough; they wanted him to perform. They were Jewish, after all, and “Jews demand signs” (1 Cor. 1:22). David Gooding writes: 


    	They did not believe him, that they admitted. But the fault was not theirs, but his, 	for not supplying adequate evidence. The cure was in his own hands. It was no good 	finding fault with them for not believing; they were prepared to believe if he provided 	them with sufficient evidence. It was up to him to provide it. They had heard that 	he had done many marvelous things in Capernaum. But that wasn’t enough; if he wanted 	them to believe his claim, he would have to prove it true by doing many more works 	like that in his own home town.2


   


   Furthermore, Jesus was every bit as poor and needy as they were. How could they trust him to do something for them unless he could do it for himself? So before they would believe that he had good news for the poor, liberty for the captives, or sight for the blind, Jesus had to prove that he had the power to work miracles. It was put up or shut up; they had to see it to believe it; they wanted a miracle on demand. 


   Many people have the same attitude today. Perhaps they have heard that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and Savior of the world, who died on the cross for sins and rose again with the power of eternal life. They are almost willing to believe it. Yet they feel they need something more than just the preaching of the gospel. They want some kind of proof. If only God would solve their financial problems, or give them the relationship they are hoping to have in life, or take away their pain. If only he would speak to them, then they would believe in him. 


   Such skeptics are like the philosopher Bertrand Russell, who once told the Voltaire Society what he would say if he met God face to face. Russell was an agnostic—a man who was not sure whether there was a God or not. So what would he say if he ended up meeting God at the final judgment? “Not enough evidence, Lord. Not enough evidence!”3 Bertrand Russell was the kind of man who had to see it before he would believe it. He was not willing to take God at his word. Are you? 


   

   

 

THE GOSPEL IS FOR OUTSIDERS, TOO 

   The problem for skeptics is that Jesus does not give in to our demands. Rather than allowing us to take him on our terms, he insists that we receive him on his terms, or not at all. This is why Jesus refused to give the kind of performance that all his old neighbors were looking for: they would not believe in his word. In fact, Mark tells us “he could do no mighty work there, except that he laid his hands on a few sick people and healed them” (Mark 6:5). Why couldn’t Jesus do any mighty work there? “Because of their unbelief ” (Mark 6:6). So instead of performing miracles in Nazareth, Jesus uttered one of his famous proverbs: “Truly, I say to you, no prophet is acceptable in his hometown” (Luke 4:24). 


   This is a general principle of human relationships. We often envy the success of those who come from the same circumstances that we do. Indeed, the people of Nazareth seemed to resent the fact that rather than staying at home, Jesus went off and became a success elsewhere. Then too, familiarity breeds contempt, and sometimes the people who are closest to us have the hardest time letting us grow into the people God is calling us to become. They knew us way back when, so they think they know us already, even if they know more about who we were than who we are. This is especially a problem for prophets, who get less respect than almost anyone else. People love their hometown heroes, but not their local prophets. Prophets have a way of confronting sin and unbelief, as Jesus did, and this is hardly the way to become popular. 


   Maybe this is one of the reasons why many Christians have trouble persuading their own family members to accept Jesus Christ. They speak to their families with a prophetic voice, exposing their sin and warning them about the coming judgment. Sometimes God calls us to this kind of ministry, but if so, we need to remember that prophets are without honor, especially at home. Often it is better simply to embrace our families with the love that we have found in Christ, taking the role of a caring servant rather than a confronting prophet. 


   To prove his point about prophets without honor, Jesus used two examples from the lives of two of the greatest Old Testament prophets: Elijah and Elisha (Luke 4:25–27). Like Jesus, these men often went without honor in their home country. Yet God used them to share his grace with two outsiders: the poor widow of Zarephath and Namaan the leper. Jesus emphasizes that these needy people were not from Israel: the widow lived in the land of Sidon; Naaman came from Syria. Since both of them were Gentiles, they came from somewhere outside the family of God. 


   Jesus was warning the people of Nazareth that the same thing could happen to them. The good news of his grace was not just for the Jews, but for anyone and everyone who would come to him in faith. If his neighbors rejected the Christ, then he would take his gospel and go elsewhere, because even if they would not receive him, others would. Here is how Michael Wilcock explains Jesus’ message: “Now listen, I have come with the good news of salvation not for Nazareth only, but for all Galilee, and indeed for all Israel; and—although this will scandalize you—if Israel turns out to be as blinkered and narrow-minded as you are, then she will forfeit it, while the rest of the world receives it.”4 This was something Luke wanted to show in his Gospel: that Jesus came to save sinners from all nations and thus to fulfill God’s ancient plan to show his grace to the world. 


   

   

 

TWO WHO BELIEVED 

   Jesus used the examples of Elijah and Elisha to show that the good news of his gospel is not just for Jews, but also for Gentiles. That much is obvious. Jesus was also saying something less obvious, however, and possibly more important, but to see it we need to look more carefully at these two stories from the Old Testament. 


   The first story came from the ministry of the prophet Elijah. Jesus said, “But in truth, I tell you, there were many widows in Israel in the days of Elijah, when the heavens were shut up three years and six months, and a great famine came over all the land, and Elijah was sent to none of them but only to Zarephath, in the land of Sidon, to a woman who was a widow” (Luke 4:25–26). 


   This woman was desperate: she was down to her last meal. But God sent Elijah to meet her, and to ask for a drink of water and a morsel of bread. At first the woman refused. She said to Elijah, “As the Lord your God lives, I have nothing baked, only a handful of flour in a jar and a little oil in a jug. And now I am gathering a couple of sticks that I may go in and prepare it for myself and my son, that we may eat it and die” (1 Kings 17:12). Elijah told her not to be afraid, but to go ahead and bake him a cake, then to feed herself and her son. He told her this on the basis of a promise from God: “The jar of flour shall not be spent, and the jug of oil shall not be empty, until the day that the Lord sends rain upon the earth” (1 Kings 17:14). Amazingly, the widow did what Elijah said. She went home to bake him some bread, and God provided for her in a miraculous way. Her supplies did not run out, just as God had promised. 


   Why did Jesus use this story for one of his examples? Partly because the widow lived in Zarephath, which was outside of Israel, and therefore confirmed what he said about prophets being without honor at home. But Jesus also used her story for another reason: the widow had to believe God’s promise before she saw God’s miracle. If she had waited for God to prove himself, she would have died of starvation long before she ever ate another mouthful of food. God would perform the miracle of the flour and oil only if she acted in faith by first making the bread. Only then would she see what God could do. In other words, she had to believe it before she could see it. And she did believe it! There were many widows in Israel, but this was the woman who had faith. She knew her need, recognizing “her extreme poverty and fatal lack of resources.”5 And she believed that God would do what he said. 


   Jesus was calling the people of Nazareth to do the same thing, to take God at his word. Did he have the power to perform miracles? Yes, he did. Could he have done the same things in Nazareth that he did in Capernaum? Of course. But first things first: the people had to believe the gospel according to Jesus. They had to recognize their spiritual poverty and captivity to sin, then trust in Christ to save them. They wanted Jesus to do his miracles first, but he wanted them to come to him through faith in his word. He said they had to believe it to see it. 


   The story of Naaman teaches the same lesson. Jesus said, “And there were many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed, but only Naaman the Syrian” (Luke 4:27). Again, like the widow of Zarephath, Naaman was an outsider—a commander in the army of one of Israel’s most hated enemies. Unlike the widow, Naaman was extremely wealthy; nevertheless, his leprosy made him just as needy. So he traveled all the way down from Syria to see if God’s prophet Elisha could do anything to heal him. 


   Elisha had just the remedy that Naaman needed. All he had to do was bathe in the Jordan River seven times, and his skin would be restored. But in order to do this, Naaman had to trust God’s word, and at first he was skeptical. Elisha’s instructions made him angry because he was looking for a miracle that worked more like magic. He said, “Behold, I thought that he would surely come out to me and stand and call upon the name of the Lord his God, and wave his hand over the place and cure the leper” (2 Kings 5:11). But eventually Naaman’s servants persuaded him to do what Elisha told him to do. After all, his need was desperate, and all he had to do was wash and be clean. “So he went down,” the Scripture says, “and dipped himself seven times in the Jordan, according to the word of the man of God, and his flesh was restored like the flesh of a little child, and he was clean” (2 Kings 5:14). Naaman acted in faith on God’s word, and when he did, he witnessed God’s saving power in his life. 


   With these two stories, Jesus was calling the people of Nazareth—and us—to faith. If they refused to believe, he would give his grace to those who would believe, just as he did in the days of Elijah and Elisha. But if only they took him at his word, they would see the salvation of their God. This is one of the great paradoxes of the Christian faith. If we want to receive eternal life, we need to believe the promise of the gospel. God does not take us to heaven first, and then ask us if we want to go there. Instead, he invites us simply to believe in Christ, promising that when we do, we will be saved forever. We have to believe it to see it. 


   The same principle applies throughout the Christian life. When it comes to our education, our relationships, our calling, our ministry, our retirement, or our future, we do not know what God has in store for us. But we take it on faith, trusting that he will keep his promise to protect us and provide for us. God offers full salvation in Jesus, and anyone who believes in him will see everything that God has to offer. Can you believe it? If you can, you will see it. 


   

   

 

AN ANGRY RESPONSE 

   The people of Nazareth still couldn’t see it, and they were not ready to believe it. In fact, the longer Jesus preached, the angrier they became, until finally they were ready to put him to death: “When they heard these things, all in the synagogue were filled with wrath. And they rose up and drove him out of the town and brought him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they could throw him down the cliff ” (Luke 4:28–29). Obviously, they liked the introduction to his sermon a lot better than the conclusion! Their admiration for Jesus quickly turned into exasperation. They did not even wait for the benediction; they just marched him right out of the synagogue and tried to kill him. 


   No prophet receives honor in his hometown, but even so, this was an extreme reaction, especially since the intended victim was the Son of God. What made these people so angry? 


   Maybe Jesus insulted their spiritual pride. People generally do not like to admit how needy they are, so when he attacked their self-sufficiency, they were greatly offended. They rejected Jesus—not because they did not have enough evidence, but because they would not admit their spiritual need. According to him, the gospel was for people who were poor, blind, and captive. But as far as the people of Nazareth were concerned, they were none of these things. They were good, law-keeping, Bible-believing, worship-attending Jews. Who did Jesus think they were? And who did he think he was? The answer is that Jesus is the all-sufficient Savior: 


    	If they were poor and resourceless, they had only to call on him and he would demonstrate 	to them in their own personal subjective experience that his claim was true. . . 	. But there, of course, lay the trouble; they were not poor, at least, in their own 	estimation they were not. They were respectable, spiritually resourceful people, 	kind parents, loyal citizens, honest traders, regular attenders of the synagogue. 	His claim to be the Messiah come to put the world right was fantastic enough for 	a young man whom they had known from infancy; but they were prepared to consider 	the objective evidence of further miracles if he could repeat what he was reported 	to have done in Capernaum. But they were not in any urgent personal need.6


   


   Jesus also wounded their ethnic pride. If there was one thing the people of Nazareth knew, it was that God was for the Jews, and not for the Gentiles. To understand their attitude towards outsiders, consider the inscription that was on the temple in those days: “Let no Gentile enter within the partition and barrier surrounding the Temple, and whosoever is caught shall be responsible for his subsequent death.”7 Yet here Jesus was telling them that even if they did not believe in him, the Gentiles would. 


   Whenever Jesus said that his gospel was for the world, it always touched a raw nerve of Jewish patriotism, not to say prejudice. Later the apostles faced the same kind of hostility (see Acts 13:46–50; 22:21–22). People in places like Nazareth wanted to believe that God was only for them, and not for others. They were offended by the idea that God would share his grace with people who did not even deserve it. So when Jesus started talking about lepers and foreigners, it made them angry. They resented the implication that Gentiles would receive something that they themselves did not have the faith to believe. David Gooding comments: “To be told that they were spiritually blind, resourceless and poverty-stricken was bad enough; now to be told that they were less wise than this Gentile leper was intolerable.”8 Fred Craddock makes the same point in a provocative way: “Jesus does not go elsewhere because he is rejected; he is rejected because he goes elsewhere.”9


   And so they tried to stone him, executing the ancient penalty for blasphemy. In those days there was more than one way to stone someone. Sometimes the guilty party was tied up so people could throw rocks at him. But sometimes it was easier simply to throw someone off a cliff, dashing him against the stones below. This is what the Nazarenes wanted to do with Jesus, so they dragged him up a steep slope and tried to push him over the edge. It was a clear case of mob violence. 


   This was not the first time that someone tried to kill Jesus, and it would not be the last. Herod tried to kill him when he was still a baby. When he was a man, many people plotted against Jesus, until finally they put him to death. What happened at Nazareth was a premonition of the cross. Already we can tell that something horrible will happen to this man. We see what kind of Savior he will become: someone “despised and rejected by men” (Isa. 53:3). No prophet was ever dishonored like Jesus, not only in his hometown, but also by the very world that he had made. 


   This time God delivered him. Luke tells us that “passing through their midst, he went away” (Luke 4:30). This mysterious verse does not explain quite how Jesus escaped. But however it happened—maybe by means of some miracle, or perhaps simply by the sheer force of his personality—Jesus emerged unscathed. Not that he was unwilling to suffer for the sake of the people that he had come to save. Indeed, this was the very reason he came: to suffer and die for sinners. But it was not yet time for him to die. When it came time, he would do it of his own accord (see John 10:18), but the hour of his greatest suffering had not yet come. 


   As far as we know from the Gospel of Luke, this was the last time that Jesus ever appeared in Nazareth. He went away and never returned. As John comments in his Gospel, “He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him” (John 1:11). For some of them it must have been the last opportunity they ever had to hear Jesus preach, to believe that he was the Christ, and to worship him as their Savior and their Lord. They missed their chance! Rather than receiving him by faith, they demanded more evidence, and when he refused to give in to their demands, they tried to kill him. 


   Luke tells us these things to confront us with the claims of Christ. The question comes back to us: Who is Jesus, and what does he want with me? As we see how people responded to Jesus, we start to realize that we need to make a response of our own. We do not wish to kill him, of course, but if Jesus is who he says he is, then even an indifferent response will condemn us. We have heard the same gospel that the people heard in Nazareth, preached by the same Christ. Jesus says that he can rescue us from our debt and bondage to sin and restore our spiritual sight. This is exactly what we need, if only we will admit it. If we trust in him, he will release us and rescue us. 
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 ALL AUTHORITY AND POWER

   Luke 4:31–44
   


   And they were all amazed and said to one another, “What is this word? For with authority and power he commands the unclean spirits, and they come out!” (Luke 4:36) 


   Different people exercise authority in different ways. A general does it by giving out orders and enforcing strict military discipline. A teacher does it by passing out grades and sending her students to the principal’s office. A traffic cop does it by blowing his whistle and handing out citations. A taxman does it by conducting an audit and assessing penalties. These are some of the many ways that people exercise their God-given authority. 


   But how did Jesus exercise his authority? In the simplest way we can imagine: just by saying the word. 


   

   

 

ALL KINDS OF AUTHORITY 

   At the end of Luke 4 the scene shifts away from Nazareth—where Jesus was rejected—to Capernaum, a city by the sea. There we find Jesus doing what he always did: going to the synagogue and preaching the gospel. It was another city, another Sabbath, another sermon. “If this is Saturday,” Jesus might have said while he was on this preaching tour, “it must be Capernaum.” 


   The ruins of this particular synagogue are still standing, close by the Sea of Galilee. The foundation stones date back to the time of Christ,1 when Capernaum was a prosperous fishing town. Over the course of a single day, the people who lived there witnessed an awesome display of the divine power of Jesus Christ. It was “all in a day’s work,” and as Luke describes what happened on that remarkable day, he shows Jesus exercising three different kinds of authority. He also shows how people responded. From these events we learn the priority of the Word of God in the ministry of Jesus Christ. 


   First, Jesus exercised teaching authority: “And he went down to Capernaum, a city of Galilee. And he was teaching them on the Sabbath, and they were astonished at his teaching, for his word possessed authority” (Luke 4:31–32). 


   People were completely amazed; they had never heard anything like it. All of their other teachers spoke with delegated authority. When they taught the Bible, they spent much of their time quoting from other teachers. Their theology came second-hand. In the words of one ancient rabbi, “I have never in my life said a thing which I did not hear from my teachers.”2 But Jesus spoke on his own authority. As Mark said in a parallel account of the same events: “They were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority, and not as the scribes” (Mark 1:22). Jesus did not just preach about God; he was God. So when he preached, what he said was the very Word of God, in all its almighty authority. 


   Jesus also had exorcising authority. In other words, he had the power to perform exorcisms—to cast out demons. After Jesus preached, he started to work miracles that showed his power over the dark spirits of supernatural evil. Luke reports that “in the synagogue there was a man who had the spirit of an unclean demon. . . . But Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Be silent and come out of him!’ And when the demon had thrown him down in their midst, he came out of him, having done him no harm” (Luke 4:33, 35). Later in the passage we read that demons came out of many of the other people that Jesus healed (Luke 4:41). 


   What is “the spirit of an unclean demon”? Some people deny the existence of demons. They say that this man was really struggling with some psychological disorder. But Luke knew better. This poor man was not suffering from depression; he was under the personal domination of a fallen angel—a supernatural being who was trying to cause him spiritual and physical harm. Norval Geldenhuys rightly says that demon possession “was not merely an ordinary form of mental disease as some writers have alleged, but a special phenomenon which was particularly frequent during Jesus’ earthly sojourn and thus was directly connected with His coming to destroy the power of darkness.”3


   This raises an obvious question: Are people still possessed by demons today? The answer is yes. We are in a spiritual battle, and the cosmic forces of darkness are still fighting against us (see Eph. 6:12). These powers seek to gain control any way they can. They are often at work promoting evil in the structures of sinful society, but in their wickedness, they sometimes seek to dominate particular individuals (perhaps especially in cultures that have not yet been penetrated by the power of the gospel). This goes well beyond the general way in which unbelievers are said to be “in the power of the evil one” (1 John 5:19). Demon possession also goes well beyond ordinary temptation. In some Christian circles it has become popular to attribute every sin to a particular demon. People who think too highly of themselves have a demon of pride; people who eat too much have a demon of gluttony; and so on. When people talk this way, they are really blaming Satan for their own sinful nature. Their sins are not the direct result of demonic control, but simply the expression of their own sinful desires. 


   Nor is demon possession merely a matter of mental illness. Not everyone who has a delusion is under satanic control, although demons may perhaps cause or exacerbate mental illness and often seem to attack people who are spiritually or psychologically weak, taking advantage of any opportunity to gain greater control. This means that demons can be hard to detect, or to separate from a person’s other struggles. Someone who is demon-possessed may even have outward manifestations that are similar to other psychological disorders. But the origin of the oppression is different. People who are demon-possessed are dominated by an inward, personal evil. 


   Demon possession seems to happen relatively more rarely today than it did in the time of Christ. Perhaps this is because there are now so many more people in the world, but only so many demons to torment them. The number of demons is finite, and there are more people than they can ever hope to possess. Or maybe Satan threw the full weight of his power against Israel because he knew that the Savior would come there first. But whatever the reason, Jesus often came into direct contact with people who were oppressed by demons. 


   This was part of his ongoing war with the devil. In this war, Jesus had authority over the demons, which he exercised simply by speaking his word. As Martin Luther wrote in his famous hymn about God’s victory over Satan, “One little word shall fell him.” The same word that Jesus had used to defeat the devil in the wilderness—the word of God—he now used to cast out demons. In those days people who wanted to gain power over the darkness would resort to all kinds of magic spells, religious incantations, bizarre rituals, and other desperate forms of hocuspocus. But Jesus had true spiritual authority. All he had to do was say the word, and out the demon came. 


   

   

 

THE GREAT PHYSICIAN 

   Jesus had a third kind of authority: healing authority. The same Christ who taught people the Word and triumphed over their demons also had the power to touch their bodies. He demonstrated this power at the house of Simon Peter: “And he arose and left the synagogue and entered Simon’s house. Now Simon’s mother-in-law was ill with a high fever, and they appealed to him on her behalf. And he stood over her and rebuked the fever, and it left her, and immediately she rose and began to serve them” (Luke 4:38–39). 


   Luke does not explain who Simon was, possibly because he was such a famous disciple. We will certainly get to know him well enough by the end of the Gospel. What Luke does tell us is that Peter had a mother-in-law, which presumably means that he had married a local girl (cf. 1 Cor. 9:5). The good doctor also describes the woman’s medical condition: she was “ill with a high fever” (Luke 4:38). This was a medical term for a dangerous fever.4 The woman must have been desperate for a cure. 


   After a brief consultation, Jesus stood over her bed and commanded the fever to come out. He had the same power over disease that he had over demons. Both the physical world and the spiritual world were under his divine authority. All he had to do was rebuke the fever, and it was gone. Peter’s mother-in-law was totally and immediately better. Her cure was complete. Luke proves this by showing what she did next. One minute she was lying sick in bed; the next moment she was up on her feet making people feel at home. This shows what kind of woman she was: she had the gift of hospitality. It also shows what we should do when Jesus touches us with his healing power: we should get up and start to serve him by serving others. But mainly it shows that Jesus has complete control and total authority over the diseases and disabilities of the human body. 


   We know Jesus well enough to expect this kind of miracle, but to the people who were there that day, it was such an amazing occurrence that the word quickly spread: “Now when the sun was setting, all those who had any who were sick with various diseases brought them to him, and he laid his hands on every one of them and healed them” (Luke 4:40). Presumably the reason people waited until sunset was to avoid breaking the Sabbath. Remember, this all happened on God’s day of rest, and when it had ended, people started streaming to Jesus. Peter’s home became a house of healing as Jesus cured diseases, removed tumors, mended broken bones, and did whatever else people needed to be made sound in body. He cured them all by the power of his healing touch. 


   Again we ask the question: Does Jesus still have this healing power today? The answer is yes, of course he does. He is Creator and Lord of the human body, and he can work a miracle whenever he wants. However, this is not his usual way of working. Ordinarily he works to answer our prayers for healing through the normal means of medical care. This too is one of God’s gracious gifts, but it is not miraculous. “Miracle” is a word that Christians use all too casually, and often unwisely. Most recoveries—however unexpected—are not miracles. 


   To understand this, it helps to know why Jesus performed so many miracles during his earthly ministry. He did not do it to teach us to “expect a miracle.” Rather, he did it to confirm his identity as the Christ. The apostles did something similar when they preached the gospel. As the good news about Jesus spread to new communities, the wonder-working power of the apostles helped to authenticate their message. Their miracles proved that what they said was true. Sometimes Jesus still works in miraculous ways today, especially when his gospel first penetrates a godless culture. He certainly has the power and authority to overrule creation whenever he pleases. But this is something that he rarely does, which is exactly why it is called a miracle. 


   Since Jesus has healing authority, we should pray in his name whenever we are sick. But we need to recognize that God often chooses not to heal us. Some day “there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain” (Rev. 21:4 niv). But we are still living in a fallen world, where disability and disease are part of God’s curse against sin. Eventually all our prayers for healing will be answered, but this will not happen until Jesus comes again. Furthermore, God often uses our physical difficulties to do his gracious work in our lives. The life of the Christian follows the pattern of the life of Christ, in which suffering is the road to glory. 


   Among other things, this means that we can never make our health the test of God’s love. Often Jesus has a work of healing to do in us that goes much deeper than our bodies. In his commentary on these verses, Michael Wilcock imagines what Jesus might say to us when he chooses not to answer our prayers for healing. Perhaps he would say something like this: “I could of course give you immediate relief; but I would rather take the opportunity to do something more far-reaching, which will be to your greater benefit in the long run. You will find it more protracted and perhaps more painful, and you may not understand what I am doing, because I may be treating disorders of which you yourself are unaware.”5 And what would Jesus do then? Wilcock says he would “set to work to deal with the needs of the whole person, rather than with the obvious need only. He may aim at a calming of spirit, or a strengthening of courage, or a clarifying of vision, as more important objectives than what we would call healing. Indeed the latter may not be experienced at all in this life, but only at the final ‘saving and raising’ of the sick, when their mortal nature puts on immortality.”6


   In his healing work as our Great Physician, Jesus is concerned for the whole person—body and soul. Often he uses the hurts of the body to bring healing to the soul, much the way a doctor uses deadly chemotherapy to kill a cancer. Sometimes we wish that God would just hurry up and heal us. If he doesn’t, it is not because he doesn’t love us, but because he is working a better plan. In the meantime, we need to trust him to do his total work in our lives. 


   

   

 

HOW PEOPLE (AND DEMONS) RESPONDED 

   Jesus exercised three different kinds of authority, but he exercised them all the same way: he did it by his word. How did he exercise his teaching authority? By speaking an authoritative word. How did he exercise his authority over demons? Simply by rebuking them. How did he exercise his authority over disease? He did it the same way: by telling the fever to come out. Words may not seem very powerful, but when they come from God, they have the power to transform people’s lives, to triumph over supernatural evil, and to overturn the effects of illness. The words of Jesus carry supreme divine authority over creation and all the powers of hell. 


   How did people respond to Jesus and the awesome authority of his word? As we have seen, his teaching astonished them, but they were equally amazed by his power over demons and disease. Some of them noticed how he exercised this power: “And they were all amazed and said to one another, ‘What is this word? For with authority and power he commands the unclean spirits, and they come out!’ And reports about him went out into every place in the surrounding region” (Luke 4:36–37). 


   This is how the gospel spreads: by word of mouth, from person to person. When we see what Jesus can do, we want others to know about it, so they can see for themselves. In this case, people not only saw his power, but they also saw how he exercised it: by speaking his word. Just as God once spoke the universe into being, so Jesus spoke, and it was so. Here was a clear demonstration of his divine power. He spoke his words with the very authority of God. 


   Even if some people did not recognize the source of this authority, the demons certainly did. They knew exactly what they were up against, which is why they cried out against it. This happened at the synagogue, where the demon “cried out with a loud voice, ‘Ha! What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God’” (Luke 4:33–34). Jesus provoked a similar response at the end of the day, when he was healing the sick: “And demons also came out of many, crying, ‘You are the Son of God!’” (Luke 4:41). 


   These demons knew who Jesus was, and it terrified them. The Bible says, “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil” (1 John 3:8). And as Jesus began to do this devil-destroying work, the demons recoiled in terror. “Unable to bear the presence of Christ,” writes Kent Hughes, they “writhed in the presence of Jesus’ holiness.”7 They were filled with unholy dread, shuddering at the power of his mighty word (see James 2:19). There is no good news for the demons. Jesus has no gospel to save them, but will only condemn them to hell. 


   This is why the demons asked if Jesus had come to destroy them. They knew that he was the Holy One of God, and they hated him for it. No doubt this explains why Jesus told them to be quiet. This happened at the synagogue, where he said to the demon, “Be silent and come out of him!” (Luke 4:35). It happened again at Peter’s house, where Jesus rebuked the demons “and would not allow them to speak, because they knew that he was the Christ” (Luke 4:41). 


   Why did Jesus silence these demons? After all, they seemed to have a better idea who he was than did anyone else. This has led some to wonder whether Jesus was trying to keep his identity secret. Yet that does not seem to be the right explanation here. If Jesus did not want people to know who he was, then why was he preaching and performing all these miracles by the power of his word? 


   Perhaps a better explanation is that even if what the demons said happened to be true, Jesus did not want them to be the ones saying it. David Gooding comments that even if “Satan and his demons may for tactical reasons sometimes say what is true—in the third temptation Satan even quoted Scripture—or they may be forced against their will to say what is true: they never say it out of loyalty to the truth or with any intention of leading people to believe the truth.”8 Jesus hardly needed the servants of hell to declare his true identity. When they said that he was “the Son of God,” they were not saying it for his glory, but for a wicked purpose. What matters is not simply knowing that Jesus is the Son of God, but also worshiping him as the Son of God. Yet these demons were not worshiping Jesus at all. They were not treating him with reverence and respect. Instead, they were causing a commotion. And so, as Athanasius wrote back in the fourth century, “The Lord himself silenced them and forbade them to speak. He did this to keep them from sowing their own wickedness in the midst of the truth. He also wished us to get used to never listening to them even though they seem to speak the truth.”9


   This is the violent conflict that the word of Christ always brings. Some people believe it by faith and begin to share it, so that others can be saved. But the demons hate it—they absolutely hate it. There is nothing they hate more than God’s word, whether it comes from Christ himself, or from one of his servants. They know its holy power, and for that very reason they cry out in fear against it. 


   Surely this explains why nothing in the world arouses so much spiritual opposition as does the proclamation of biblical truth. Anyone who shares the gospel of Jesus Christ can expect to face opposition and even hatred. And any church that takes a stand for God and his Word can expect to face the same. The devil hates the law of God and the gospel of Jesus Christ, and he will stop at nothing in his ferocious and ultimately futile attempt to destroy them. I say “futile” because the word we proclaim comes with Christ’s own authority, and therefore our Savior defends it with his almighty power. As we preach the Word of God, proclaiming the forgiveness of sins through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit makes it the power of salvation to those who believe. And there is nothing the devil or any of his demons can say to stop it. 


   

   

 

THE PRIORITY OF THE WORD 

   Certainly there was nothing Satan could do to stop Jesus that extraordinary day in Capernaum, on which the Savior exercised his authority by communicating God’s Word, casting out demons, and curing diseases. Apparently he worked well into the night, for “when it was day, he departed and went into a desolate place” (Luke 4:42). In a parallel account, Mark tells us that Jesus went to the wilderness to pray (Mark 1:35). This is something that Jesus often did, as we will see throughout Luke’s Gospel. He had a compelling desire to spend time alone with his Father—an example we are wise to follow. If finding opportunities to pray was important to Jesus, it must be all the more important for us. 


   In this case, he was not alone for long, because “the people sought him and came to him, and would have kept him from leaving them” (Luke 4:42). The response Jesus received in Capernaum was very different from the one he received in Nazareth. There they wanted him to go; here they wanted him to stay, and it is easy to see why. With his power at their disposal, they would never need anything ever again. He could be their teacher, their counselor, and their doctor all rolled into one. 


   But Jesus refused: “He said to them, ‘I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God to the other towns as well; for I was sent for this purpose.’ And he was preaching in the synagogues of Judea” (Luke 4:43–44). Part of his concern was that he had others to reach. Jesus did not come to be the Savior of Capernaum only, or even just Israel, but ultimately the world. People were trying to keep him under control, so that he would do what they wanted. But Jesus always refuses to be confined to our narrow agenda. In this case, his mission compelled him to move on from Capernaum. 


   And what was his mission? To preach the Word, which he called “the good news of the kingdom of God” (Luke 4:43). The kingdom of God is simply the rule of God—the extension of his divine authority and power. That power was now present in the person of Jesus Christ, whose calling was to expand God’s dominion by spreading God’s Word. The people wanted him to perform more signs and wonders. But Jesus did not come to be a miracle worker; he came to preach the gospel. His ministry was a ministry of the word. In fact, this was even true of the miracles he performed. How did he cast out demons and heal the sick? He did it by the word of God. And for what purpose? So people would know that his word was true. People were always trying to get Jesus to be someone other than who he was and to do something other than what he was called to do. But Jesus said, “I must preach the good news of the kingdom, for I was sent for this purpose.” 


   People do the same thing with Jesus today. They want to turn him into some kind of wonder worker, or entertainment act, or insurance policy. They want something other than what Jesus has to offer: physical healing, or happy feelings, or financial prosperity. These are all blessings that God can give. But his greatest blessing is salvation through his gospel word—the good news of eternal life through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 


   This is why the church’s first priority is to preach the gospel. Today many people do the same thing with the church that they do with Jesus: they turn it into something other than what God has called it to be. They turn it into a political agenda, or an entertainment venue, or a social project—anything and everything other than what it is intended to be: a community that is gathered to hear God’s Word. Once we hear the Word, it has an impact on everything else because it changes the way we live. But our first priority is to preach the good news. 


   The pastor of one of Philadelphia’s old downtown churches—a liberal congregation in sad decline—once asked me why so many people worship at Tenth Presbyterian Church. He wanted to know the secret of our apparent success. I told him, “We preach the Word of God.” The man was not impressed. In fact, he may even have been offended. But what I told him was the truth. Whether people understand it or not, God does his work by the preaching of his Word. This is why J. C. Ryle warned people to “beware of despising preaching. In every age of the Church, it has been God’s principal instrument for the awakening of sinners and the edifying of the saints. 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. Let us hear sermons in a prayerful and reverent frame of mind, and remember that they are the principal engines which Christ Himself employed, when He was upon earth.”10


   All authority has been given to Jesus. He exercises this authority simply by speaking his word. Do we believe in the power of that word? Does it have the same priority for us that it had for Jesus? If it does, then we will read it, hear it, study it, memorize it, and do everything in our power to share it with others. The Word will be the center of our lives, exercising a controlling influence over what we think, say, and do. And it will be the main thing that we want to share with others. We will not be content simply to befriend people and to serve them with the love of Christ, although we must at least do that. But we will have a pressing, compelling desire for people to hear God’s Word. We will encourage them to read it. We will invite them to study it. We will bring them to hear it preached. And as we have the opportunity, we will help to carry it around the world, so that it can do its authoritative and powerful work of extending the kingdom of Jesus Christ. 
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 NO TURNING BACK

   Luke 5:1–11
   


   And Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men.” And when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed him. (Luke 5:10–11) 


   There was a song that I used to sing when I was alone in my bed, and that my father sometimes sang with me in the twilight. It was a simple old spiritual about following Christ in the way of discipleship: 




    	I have decided to follow Jesus,
 	I have decided to follow Jesus,
 	I have decided to follow Jesus—
 	No turning back, no turning back.


   


   Then I would sing through the other stanzas: “Though none go with me, I still will follow. . . . The world behind me, the cross before me—no turning back, no turning back.” When I sang those words, I meant them with all my heart. I had decided to follow Jesus, no matter what. I had to gulp a little when I got to the second verse because I knew it would not be easy to follow Jesus all by myself. But that is what I was singing, and I knew in my heart that I would do it. Once I decided to follow Jesus, it was forever and for always. 


   This is the kind of decision that Luke is pressing us to make in his Gospel. He wants us to know for sure that Jesus is the Christ. To that end, he gives us the facts of Jesus’ life and ministry. He documents Jesus’ birth as the son of David. He declares his gospel of the kingdom of God. He demonstrates his power and authority over men and demons. He does all this so that we will know Jesus as the Son of God and Savior of the world. But more than that, Luke does it so that we will follow him as our Lord and God. He wants to bring us to the point of making a decision for discipleship. As soon as we know for sure that Jesus is the Christ, we must follow him, which is what it means to be a disciple. A disciple follows Jesus and never turns back. 


   

   

 

LISTENING TO JESUS 

   One of the ways that Luke encourages us to decide for Christ is by telling us the story of the first people who ever made that decision. Chapter 5 begins with Jesus calling his first disciples. From their call we learn at least four things about following Jesus. 


   First, a true disciple listens to Jesus. In those days Jesus had a growing reputation as a preacher, and people were coming from all over the place to hear him. Luke tells us: “On one occasion, while the crowd was pressing in on him to hear the word of God, he was standing by the lake of Gennesaret, and he saw two boats by the lake, but the fishermen had gone out of them and were washing their nets. Getting into one of the boats, which was Simon’s, he asked him to put out a little from the land. And he sat down and taught the people from the boat” (Luke 5:1–3). 


   Gennesaret is another name for Galilee, the large lake in northern Israel that was the center of Jesus’ early ministry. Jesus must have been teaching near Capernaum, because Simon Peter was there, and Capernaum was his hometown. A huge crowd of people had gathered, and they were coming to Jesus for the right reason. As Luke tells us, they were “pressing in on him to hear the word of God” (Luke 5:1). God sent his Son to preach the gospel, so these people were coming to receive the very thing that Jesus had come to give: the word of God. 


   The only problem was that it was hard for all of them to hear. So Jesus quickly looked around for some way to amplify his voice, and when he saw some boats on the shore, he had his solution. Commandeering one of the boats, he rode a little way from shore, and sat down to teach. Jesus was using Peter’s boat for his pulpit and the Sea of Galilee for his sound system. His voice carried clearly across the water, so that everyone could hear what he was saying. 


   Some of the people standing on the shore were becoming disciples, because a disciple is someone who listens to Jesus. This is the context in which discipleship always begins, because in order to follow Jesus, we must hear what he says. For the people who lived in Galilee, this meant going to hear Jesus preach. For us it means reading what Jesus has said in God’s Word. It means studying the Bible, both on our own and with other Christians. It also means listening to Spirit-filled, Bible-based, gospel-centered preaching. The Bible says, “Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17). So for anyone who wants to follow Jesus, the ear is the most important part of the body. 


   The person who heard Jesus most clearly was the pilot of his boat, Simon Peter. And Peter needed to hear Jesus. He had known Jesus for some time, even welcoming him into his home, but it seems that he had not yet made a full decision for discipleship. This is a good reminder that it is not enough to listen to Jesus without also doing what he says. The ear may be the most important part of a disciple, but it is not the only part. Jesus calls us to follow him, body and soul. Sadly, many people listen to sermons without all their listening ever doing them very much good. They more or less hear what Jesus says, and think, “Wasn’t that interesting?” but that is as far as it ever goes. They do not follow through on following Jesus. 


   It is dangerous to listen to Jesus without deciding to become his disciple. Jesus warned about this later when he denounced the very people who listened to him by the lake but never turned away from their sins. He said, “Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will be brought down to Hades. . . . I tell you that it will be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of Sodom than for you” (Matt. 11:23–24). To put this more provocatively, if people are not willing to follow Jesus, then it would be better for them not to go to church at all. God will hold us accountable for what we hear, and if we do not follow Jesus, we will be judged for our sins. 


   

   

 

TURNING AWAY FROM SIN 

   This brings us to a second mark of discipleship: a true disciple is a penitent disciple. In order to follow Jesus, we have to turn away from our sins. The person who makes that turnaround in this story is Simon Peter, who was perhaps the first disciple to repent. Jesus led him to repentance by making a strange request: “And when he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, ‘Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch’” (Luke 5:4). It must have seemed a little presumptuous for Jesus to say this to a salty old fisherman, and we can sympathize with Peter’s skepticism. What did a carpenter like Jesus know about catching fish? 


   Peter had been up all night, because that was the time to fish, especially in deep water. The fish generally did not surface during the bright hours of sunshine, but stayed deeper down, so it was better fishing at night. Of course, fishermen do not always catch something, and on this particular occasion, Peter and his fishing buddies caught nothing at all. No doubt they were tired and discouraged: their livelihood depended on catching fish. Furthermore, they had just finished washing and mending their nets (Luke 5:2). This meant that they were done for the night, and it was time to let their tackle dry in the daylight sun. Just about the last thing they wanted to do was go back out and fish. Hence the annoyance we sense in Peter’s voice: “Master, we toiled all night and took nothing!” (Luke 5:5). 


   Peter was trying to straighten Jesus out by suggesting that it was pointless to try again what he and his companions had been trying all night. No one likes to get on-the-job advice from someone in a different line of work. Peter was the professional here, not Jesus. If Jesus wanted to teach the Bible, that was one thing. He could even borrow Peter’s boat, if he needed to. But when he started telling Peter how to fish, that was another matter entirely.1 By climbing into his boat and giving orders, Jesus was invading Peter’s personal space. He did this to teach his disciple that his life was not his own. It was more than Peter’s worship that Jesus wanted; he also wanted his work. Jesus was saying, “Your whole life belongs to me, Peter, even your fishing!” 


   Peter may have thought that Jesus was meddling at this point, but he still did what Jesus told him to do. This is the important thing: even if he was a little bit reluctant, Peter still obeyed. Using a title that communicated respectful submission, he said, “Master, at your word I will let down the nets” (Luke 5:5). This shows that Peter was well on his way to becoming a disciple. He was willing to do what Jesus said, even before he was sure if it was the right thing to do. He was still something of a skeptic, but at some point he crossed over from not quite believing in Jesus to almost believing in him, even if he still wasn’t certain. This encourages our faith, especially when we struggle with doubts of our own. The first disciples all had their doubts. They were born skeptics. But what happened to Peter is what Luke hoped would happen to us as we read his Gospel: he started knowing Jesus for sure, and trusting his word. 


   It took a miracle for Peter and his mates to know for sure. First they had to do what Jesus said, letting down their nets: “And when they had done this, they enclosed a large number of fish, and their nets were breaking. They signaled to their partners in the other boat to come and help them. And they came and filled both the boats, so that they began to sink” (Luke 5:6–7). It was a tense situation. From the shore, an experienced observer readily could see that there was trouble on the water. When the fishermen dragged their nets, they came up with a ton of fish—maybe literally. Immediately they sent a signal across the water, and a second boat was launched. These boats were more than twenty feet long, but as the fishermen began to pull in their catch, the weight of the fish was so great that they started to sink. 


   It was the catch of a lifetime—the kind of thing a fisherman could talk about for the rest of his days. It was also a miracle—something that went well beyond the ordinary laws of nature. Whether Jesus summoned the fish up from the sea, or whether in some miraculous way he knew exactly where they were, he was showing his power over creation. Jesus did far more abundantly than any fisherman could ask or imagine. David Gooding writes, “Here was the Lord of fish and fishermen, the Lord of nature, the Lord of men and of their daily work.”2


   Once again, Jesus performed this miracle by the power of his mighty word. It was at his word that Peter lowered his nets, and at his word that they were filled to breaking. This teaches us to take Jesus at his word. Even if at first we do not fully believe what he says, we should believe as much as we can and ask him to help us to believe it all. 


   Peter learned to take Jesus at his word, too, but the main thing he learned was the sinfulness of his sin. His reaction to this miracle was somewhat surprising: “But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, ‘Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.’ For he and all who were with him were astonished at the catch of fish that they had taken, and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were partners with Simon” (Luke 5:8–10). This was a spontaneous and impulsive act of humble repentance. Heedless of the danger that his boat was in, Peter fell down right then and there in the boat and confessed that he was a sinner. Suddenly he realized that he was so unworthy that he was not even fit to ride in the same boat with Jesus. 


   The Bible says it was the miraculous catch that led Peter to repent. But what was he repenting for? This is less obvious. Maybe Peter was sorry for doubting Jesus’ word. Maybe he was deeply moved by a miracle in his own area of expertise. He had seen Jesus perform other miracles, but he had not yet seen his power over the sea. Norval Geldenhuys comments that this miracle spoke to Peter 


    	in a very special manner. For he was a fisherman by trade and knew how humanly impossible 	it was to catch fish successfully in the lake in the early morning hours. The Lord’s 	revelation of power in the field of Peter’s own particular calling—the trade of a 	fisherman—consequently made a very powerful impression on him. That is why it was 	precisely after this event that he fell down before the Saviour with an overwhelming 	sense of His superhuman, divine glory and with a deep realization of his own utter 	sinfulness.3


   


   But Peter’s repentance seems more comprehensive. By performing this miracle, Jesus had displayed his divine majesty, and in response, Peter called him “Lord” (Luke 5:8). Earlier he had called Jesus “Master” (Luke 5:5), recognizing his teaching authority. But here Peter reverently acknowledges Jesus’ sovereign lordship, and in doing so, he also sees his own sin. In an old commentary on this text, Plummer writes: “It is the ‘Master’ whose orders must be obeyed, the ‘Lord’ whose holiness causes moral agony to the sinner.”4 Peter understood that he was in the presence of someone perfectly holy, and that by contrast, he himself was totally depraved. So he fell down and confessed the sin of his entire nature. 


   Sooner or later, every disciple must come to the point of full repentance. We have to see ourselves as we really are, in all our sin. The way we see ourselves as we really are is by seeing Jesus as he really is, in all his power and majesty. This is what happened to Job, who saw God’s glory over all creation and repented in dust and ashes (Job 42:6). It is what happened to Isaiah, who said, “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” (Isa. 6:5). And it is what happened to Peter, who fell down in his boat to worship Jesus with reverence and repentance. This was the great turning point in his life, as it is for everyone who follows Jesus. The point is not so much that we need to repent of this sin or that sin, but that we need to repent of our whole sinful selves. Eventually every disciple says what Peter said: “I am a sinful man, O Lord”; “I am a sinful woman”; “I am a sinful boy or girl.” 


   

   

 

FISHING FOR MEN 

   When we see our sin, we do not need to run away from Jesus. This is what Peter tried to do, and it is easy to understand why. He said to Jesus, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8). This was vintage Peter: as soon as he half understood who Jesus was and what he was doing, he immediately leaped to the wrong conclusion. When he saw what a sinner he was, he suddenly decided there was no way for him to have any kind of relationship with Jesus at all. 


   Sometimes we feel the same way. When we finally see how sinful we really are, it is only natural for us to feel that we do not even deserve to come into God’s presence. We are too guilty to be where God is. But this is exactly why Jesus came. He came to bring us close to God by dying on the cross for our sins. Our sinful, guilty hearts want to push Jesus away. But rather than pushing him away, we should hold on to him, asking for the forgiveness that only he can offer. 


   Jesus never leaves a sinner who truly repents, so he did not leave Peter, but said to him, “Do not be afraid” (Luke 5:10). Jesus was reassuring Peter, telling him that his sins did not disqualify him. Part of Peter’s anxiety was that he was too sinful to be useful. But Jesus told him not to be afraid: God could still use him. There was something he could do to glorify his Lord; he could follow his repentance with service. To be specific, Peter could become a “fisher of men,” for Jesus told him, “from now on you will be catching men” (Luke 5:10; cf. Matt. 4:19). This is a third mark of Christian discipleship: every true disciple tells people about Jesus. 


   The way Jesus described Peter’s evangelistic work is significant. He told his new disciple that he would be catching men “from now on.” This was a new calling, a decisive new direction for Peter’s life. From this time forward he would be an evangelist. Furthermore, this would be his full-time job, because the word used here for catching (zōgrōn) is a participle that implies continuous action. There is something else important about this word. It is formed by joining the verb “to catch” (agreuō) with the word for life (zōon). Thus it means “to catch alive,” which conveys the idea of rescue from danger.5 This is not what most fishermen have in mind. When a fisherman catches fish, he is usually hoping to eat them, not save them! But Jesus was calling Peter to be a new kind of fisherman—one who rescued people from the deep sea of their sin and brought them safely to the shore of salvation. People who fish for sport would probably call this “catch and release,” because people who get “caught” by the gospel are released from their sins. 


   People often say, “Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime.” But Jesus shows us that if you teach a man to fish for men, the people he catches will live forever. Peter excelled at this kind of fishing. During the course of his apostolic ministry, as he went around preaching repentance and faith, Peter hauled in boatloads of believers. Luke wrote about this in the book of Acts. Not long after Jesus rose from the dead and ascended to heaven, Peter cast his gospel net by preaching the gospel in Jerusalem and brought three thousand people to faith in Jesus Christ (Acts 2:14–41). 


   This calling was not just for Peter, but also for everyone who follows Jesus. Sometimes we think of evangelism as something for Christians with a special gift. It is true that some people are more gifted at it than others. But the call to tell people about Jesus is for every Christian. Evangelism is an ordinary part of everyday discipleship. Everyone who follows Jesus is called to be a kind of fisherman. 


   Evangelism is a lot like fishing. We should be careful not to take this analogy too far, but the miraculous catch of fish was a kind of parable about evangelism. By performing this miracle and then calling Peter to fish for men, Jesus was drawing a comparison. A fisherman never knows what he is going to catch. The catch is up to the sovereignty of God, as any fisherman can tell you. But if a fisherman refuses to drag his net, he will never catch anything at all. The same is true in Christian evangelism. We are called to cast a wide net by inviting our neighbors to Bible study, bringing our friends to church, speaking to family members about spiritual things, testifying to God’s goodness in our daily lives, supporting Christian broadcasting, sending out foreign missionaries, and sharing the gospel every way we can. This is our calling both as a church and as individual Christians. 


   As we do these things, we trust in the sovereignty of God. Will we catch anything? Not always, and never by our own abilities, but that is hardly a reason to stop fishing! We should never let what may seem like our ineffectiveness in evangelism prevent us from doing what God has called us to do. In the same way that a fisherman keeps casting his nets, we are called to keep sharing our faith. We may catch people in places where we least expect it. We may bring in more people than we could ever imagine. After all, that is what happened to Peter on the Sea of Galilee. But whatever the results, God has called us to keep casting our gospel net because this is how he saves sinners. And he will save them. When Jesus called Peter to fish for men, he also gave him a promise: “you will be catching men” (Luke 5:10). He has given the same promise to us. We may not preach like Peter, but God will use his word to bring people to faith in Christ. 


   The African evangelist Michael Cassidy applied these principles to evangelism by observing that Peter and his friends were better fishermen than Jesus and that they were using all the latest methods for catching fish. Yet without Jesus himself their nets remained empty; they had nothing to show for all their hard work. So too our own efforts to win the lost—whatever our methods—will fail without the saving power of Jesus Christ.6


   The great Scottish theologian Thomas Boston testified to this principle in a little essay called “A Soliloquy on the Art of Man-Fishing.” In his essay the young pastor lamented his lack of effectiveness in evangelism, yet he also trusted that by the grace of God, he would yet become a “fisher of men.” Boston wrote: 


    	Seeing I am called out to preach this everlasting gospel, it is my duty to endeavour, 	and it is my desire to be (Lord, thou knowest) a fisher of men. But, alas! I may 	come in with my complaints to my Lord, that I have toiled in some measure, but caught 	nothing, for any thing I know, as to the conversion of any one soul. I fear I may 	say, I have almost spent my strength in vain, and my labour for nought, for Israel 	is not gathered. O my soul, what may be the cause of this, why does my preaching 	so little good? No doubt part of the blame lies on myself, and a great part of it 	too. But who can give help in this case but the Lord himself? And how can I expect 	it from him but by prayer, and faith in the promises, and by consulting his word, 	where I may, by his Spirit shining on my heart, (shine, O Sun of righteousness), 	learn how to carry, and what to do, to the end the gospel preached by me may not 	be unsuccessful? Therefore did my heart cry out after Christ this day, and my soul 	was moved, when I read that sweet promise of Christ, “Follow me, and I will make 	you fishers of men,” directed to those that would follow him.7


   


   What God does with our witness is his business, but our business is to fish for men. This means supporting the mission of the church locally and globally. It means inviting friends to church; it means praying for people in need; it means having a short gospel presentation ready to give at a moment’s notice; it means praying for lost family members. It also means getting involved with ministries that share the gospel. And it means speaking up and not staying silent. So launch the gospel boat! Cast your net into the teeming shoals of humanity and see what God will catch by his sovereign grace. 


   

   

 

LEAVING IT ALL BEHIND 

   Jesus was calling people to be his disciples, and each step seemed more difficult than the last. It is one thing to listen to Jesus, which many people do, but another thing to repent for sin, which happens only when we are humbled by God’s holiness. It is one thing to turn away from sin, but another thing to go out and start witnessing for Jesus. Yet a true follower of Christ does all these things. In fact, this is an excellent way to test our own discipleship: Am I spending time with Jesus in the Word? Am I sorry for my sins? Am I sharing my faith? 


   But that is not all: a disciple leaves everything behind to follow Jesus—absolutely everything. This is what Peter and his friends did at the end of this episode: they left it all behind. Luke tells us, “And when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed him” (Luke 5:11). This is one of the most dramatic moments in Luke’s Gospel. Peter and his friends had been studying Jesus, thinking about Jesus, and talking about Jesus. They had listened to him teach and watched him perform miracles. In a way, they had even started to follow him, but they had not yet come to the point of making an all-or-nothing decision for discipleship. 


   Then came the day their lives were changed forever. There by the Sea of Galilee Jesus called them to be his disciples. When he called, they answered, leaving everything behind. With complete and willful abandon, they left their boats and their fishing tackle right on the shore. This was symbolic of all the other things they left behind. They left behind their career ambitions. They left behind their old sins. They left behind the safety and security of living the way they had always lived. And they left behind their right to call their lives their own. 


   This is what it means to be a disciple: it means leaving everything behind—everything—to follow Jesus. Many people say they want to follow Jesus, but instead of leaving everything behind, they try to take it all with them. They call themselves Christians, but they are not willing to give up their selfish ambitions, sinful pleasures, comfortable surroundings, bitter grudges, precious idols, or simply the right to live the way they want to live. Imagine if Peter and his fishing buddies had tried to follow Jesus without leaving everything else behind. Imagine them hauling their boats and nets around to all the towns and villages where Jesus preached. Imagine them dragging all their fishing equipment up to Jerusalem when Jesus went there to die. Obviously, if they had tried to do that, they never would have been able to follow Jesus at all. 


   How foolish it is for us to pretend that we are following Jesus when in fact we want to keep our lives intact the way they are. But it is not just one part of our lives that he tells us to give over to him; he demands all of us. True discipleship is always costly because it means giving up what we want for us so that we can have what Jesus wants for us. We do this in principle as soon as we begin to follow Christ. Then we do it in practice every time something threatens to stand between us and a total commitment to Christ. 


   When I think of leaving it all behind, I think of a hard experience that my friend and colleague Cora Hogue had during the summer of 2003, when her apartment building was destroyed by fire and water. When the alarms went off in the middle of the night, Cora had just a few moments to gather her things and get out in one piece. Since there were many personal treasures in her apartment, including artwork and family heirlooms, she had a mental list of what she would rescue if ever she faced such an emergency. She quickly began to bundle up a valuable silk rug. Then she stopped. She remembered that all she needed was Jesus. Instead of grabbing this, that, and the other thing, she left it all behind. And as she stood in the doorway, she prayed, “Lord, I’m giving all this stuff to you. I’m letting go of it, and if there is anything that I really need, please watch over it and preserve it.” 


   In the end, although the building was condemned, my friend was able to salvage some of her possessions. This is the way God often works. We give up everything, completely resigning all that we are and have over to him, and then he graciously returns whatever he wants us to use for his glory. But first we need to experience the liberating release of leaving it all behind to follow Jesus. 


   What do you need to leave behind, and what are you still dragging around with you? Jesus is calling you to follow him. He is calling you to be a listening-to-his-Word, repenting-for-sin, fishing-for-men, leaving-it-all-behind disciple. Answer his call. Decide to follow Jesus. Then keep the cross before you, leave the world behind you, and never turn back. 
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 FAITH HEALER

   Luke 5:12–26
   


   “But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he said to the man who was paralyzed—“I say to you, rise, pick up your bed and go home.” And immediately he rose up before them and picked up what he had been lying on and went home, glorifying God. And amazement seized them all, and they glorified God and were filled with awe, saying, “We have seen extraordinary things today.” (Luke 5:24–26) 


   People call them the Untouchables, and they are the ultimate outcasts. Members of the lowest caste in the Hindu community, they spend their entire lives outside the socially acceptable relationships of Indian society. They are so ostracized that generally they do not receive the ordinary protections of Indian law. They are considered “too impure, too polluted, to rank as worthy beings.” They are “shunned, insulted, banned from temples and higher caste homes, made to eat and drink from separate utensils in public places, and, in extreme but not uncommon cases, are raped, burned, lynched, and gunned down.”1


   Because the Untouchables are considered physically and ceremonially unclean, they are compelled to do any “work that involves physical contact with blood, excrement, and other bodily ‘defilements’ as defined by Hindu law. Untouchables cremate the dead, clean latrines, cut umbilical cords, remove dead animals from the roads, tan hides, sweep gutters. These jobs, and the status of Untouchability, are passed down for generations.”2 Nobody wants to be an Untouchable; nobody even wants to touch one. 


   

   

 

UNCLEAN! UNCLEAN! 

   Jesus once met a man who was equally untouchable. The man’s story—together with the story that follows it in Luke’s Gospel—shows what happens to people who have faith in the healing power of Jesus Christ. 


   These events took place some time after Jesus had called his first disciples. Luke writes, “While he was in one of the cities, there came a man full of leprosy” (Luke 5:12). The biblical term for leprosy refers to a wide variety of skin ailments, some of them fatal, especially in biblical times. In its most extreme form, leprosy is a neurological disorder that numbs all sensitivity to pain, and thus results in a disfigured body. One preacher describes this incurable and infectious disease as “a living death, which no medicine can check or stay.”3


   Even when it was not deadly, leprosy was a dreadful disease—the AIDS or the Ebola virus of its day. According to the ancient historian Josephus, lepers were treated “as if they were, in effect, dead men.”4 Lepers had to live in isolation. Since there was no cure, the only defense was quarantine, so lepers lived in separate communities. This was a matter of public health; it was also a matter of biblical principle. According to the Old Testament law, “The leprous person who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease. He is unclean. He shall live alone. His dwelling shall be outside the camp” (Lev. 13:45–46). 


   This miserable and humiliating form of apartheid must have had a severe psychological effect. In addition to whatever physical discomfort they suffered, people in leper colonies were segregated from society. They were socially unacceptable and ceremonially unclean. They were not allowed to have any human contact. So if they survived at all, it was only by the charity of people who would leave them a little food, but would not come anywhere near them. “The leper was not just ill,” writes Michael Wilcock; “he was outcast. He had not simply lost his health; he had lost his family, his friends, his home, his livelihood. No-one would, indeed no-one was allowed to, associate with him.”5 In a word, lepers were untouchable. 


   Leprosy is an ugly but accurate illustration of our spiritual condition before we are healed by the gospel. At the time of Christ, people generally assumed that leprosy was God’s curse against sin. This was not necessarily true, but leprosy still serves as a symbol of our sin—what R. C. Trench has called an “outward and visible sign of innermost spiritual corruption.”6 Sin makes us unclean. Our depravity is a disfiguring disease that distorts the person God created us to be. Indeed, it is a kind of living death, because the Bible says that apart from Christ, we are “dead in our trespasses” (Eph. 2:5). This leads us to ask a question the apostle Paul once asked, and that the leper in Luke’s Gospel knew how to answer: “Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom. 7:24). 


   The answer is Jesus, so the man went and “fell on his face and begged him, ‘Lord, if you will, you can make me clean’” (Luke 5:12). This was a disturbing thing for a leper to do, and people must have been shocked by it. Lepers were strictly forbidden to come into town (Lev. 13:46), yet Luke tells us that this incident took place while Jesus “was in one of the cities” (Luke 5:12). We can only imagine how horrified people were as this man approached, violating every convention of polite society. Doctor Luke reports that he had an advanced case of the disease. He was “full” of leprosy, as anyone who looked at him could tell. People must have backed away in terror, with mothers clutching their children and bystanders gasping in disbelief. 


   But the man was desperate, and so he came to Jesus. He came out of his overwhelming sense of personal need, recognizing his situation for what it was. This is the way everyone should come to Jesus: needy for grace. By asking Jesus to make him clean, the man was confessing the truth of what he always had to say whenever anyone came near, “Unclean! Unclean!” It is only the sick that come to Jesus for healing, and this man knew he needed a cure. 


   He also believed that Jesus could heal him. As desperate as he was, the leper came in faith. He said, “Lord, if you will, you can make me clean” (Luke 5:12). Apparently the man was not entirely sure whether Jesus would heal him or not. Maybe Jesus wouldn’t even touch him. But the man knew that if he was willing to do it, Jesus could heal him. So he threw himself down at Jesus’ feet. By doing this, he was humbling himself before God. He was submitting to God’s sovereignty over the human body and abandoning himself to the mercy of Christ. The leper had a full and dependent faith in the power of the Son of God. This is how we all come to Jesus for salvation: recognizing our desperate need, begging for healing, and believing that he can make us clean. 


   

   

 

TOUCHING THE UNTOUCHABLE 

   Then Jesus did something totally unexpected and completely amazing: he touched the man. Luke writes, “And Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, saying, ‘I will; be clean.’ And immediately the leprosy left him” (Luke 5:13). Understand that this was something that nobody ever did. Touching a leper was forbidden—not by any specific command from the law of God, but by the very nature of the disease. It simply wasn’t done. So when Jesus did it, the people who were there that day must have turned away in revulsion. For them, the thought of touching a leper was unspeakable because his physical and spiritual uncleanness was contagious. 


   But Jesus touched the man, firmly resting his hand on the dreadful disease. In that electric moment, as the high voltage of divine power coursed through the strong arm of Jesus, the leper was healed. Ordinarily, when something clean touches something unclean, it becomes unclean as well. But here, for the first time in history, things ran in the other direction, as the cleanliness of Jesus healed the unclean leper. It was a total cure. The man’s cleansing was complete. He had brand new skin from head to toe. 


   Here we see Jesus in all the grace of his salvation. We see his mercy in hearing and responding to the man’s cry for help. When the leper asked if he was willing, Jesus said that he was willing—as willing as can be. He was also able, because Jesus had the power to heal. With one touch and one word, he restored the man’s body. He did this without getting contaminated, for he was immune to the defilement of this disease. His touch was like a positive infection that invaded the leper’s scabrous skin and made him clean again. At the same time, this healing gesture was a prophetic symbol of Christ’s atoning righteousness. Just as Jesus took away the man’s disease and transferred healthy skin to his ailing body, so Jesus takes away the sin of every penitent sinner and imputes to us his saving righteousness. 


   We also see the compassion of Jesus. In one sense it was unnecessary to touch this man. Jesus easily could have performed this miracle simply by the power of his word. But first he touched the man. The Son of God incarnate reached out to make a connection with him, skin on skin. This displays the Savior’s true humanity. At the same time, it shows the genuineness of his compassion. He was restoring a relationship, bringing the man back into fellowship with the people of God. It may have been the first time in many years that anyone other than another leper had dared to have any contact with him. But now he was back in touch. Here is how John Calvin summarized the healing effect of Jesus touching the leper: 


    	There is such purity in Christ he absorbs all uncleanness and pollution, He does 	not contaminate Himself by touching the leper, nor does He transgress the Law. . 	. . [He] stays whole, clears all our dirt away, and pours upon us His own holiness. 	Now, while He could heal the leper by His word alone, He adds the contact of His 	hand, to show His feeling of compassion: no wonder, since He willed to put on our 	flesh in order that He might cleanse us from all our sins. . . . Here is a thing 	which we pass over without much impression at an idle reading, but must certainly 	ponder, with much awe, when we take it properly—that the Son of God, so far from 	abhorring contact with the leper, actually stretched out His hand to touch his uncleanness.7


   


   In addition, the healing hand of Jesus “signalized a coming reunion with family and friends, a reintegration with the society from which the disease had cut him off.”8 The prospect of this reunion explains why Jesus sent the man off to find the nearest priest. As soon as he was clean, Jesus “charged him to tell no one, but ‘go and show yourself to the priest, and make an offering for your cleansing, as Moses commanded, for a proof to them’” (Luke 5:14). According to the Old Testament regulations for cleansing—which Jesus clearly respected—the man had to go to his priest, who served as a kind of public health inspector. The priest would verify that the leper was clean, proving to everyone the mighty power of Christ. Once the priest said that the man was clean, he would then spend the next eight days making special sacrifices for atonement and cleansing (see Lev. 14:1–32). After that, he could rejoin the covenant community. 


   All of this shows what happens when someone gets in touch with Jesus. He alone has the power to make people whole and clean. His healing touch is not just for lepers; it is for anyone who is needy for grace. Jesus has the power to heal the body, although he will not bring full and final healing until the resurrection. He has the power to restore the soul. He has the power to reconcile relationships. Most of all, he has the power to cure the deadly disease of our sin. Whatever healing we need—whatever sin is troubling our conscience, whatever sorrow is grieving our hearts, whatever relationship is making us anxious—Jesus is able to touch the hurting places in our lives and make us whole. Then he sends us out into the world to touch the hurting places in the lives of others, including all the people with all the problems that most people don’t even want to touch. Everyone who has been healed by the gospel is part of a healing community that the Holy Spirit uses to make people whole. 


   Jesus is also willing—willing to make us clean. The deep desire of his saving heart is to make dirty sinners clean. What Jesus said to the leper he says to everyone who comes to him by faith: “I will; be clean.” Charles Spurgeon said: “The ‘I will’ of an emperor may have great power over his dominions; but the ‘I will’ of Christ drives death and hell before him, conquers disease, removes despair, and floods the world with mercy. The Lord’s ‘I will’ can put away your leprosy of sin, and make you perfectly whole.”9


   If we are not purified from our sin, therefore, it is not because Jesus is not willing; it is because we have not yet trusted him for forgiveness through his death on the cross. Jesus cleanses everyone who comes to him in faith, as the leper did. Therefore, whatever ails us, we may trust in Jesus and experience his healing touch. 


   

   

 

THROUGH THE ROOF 

   The leper was not the only man who came to Jesus for healing. As we have seen, Jesus came to preach the gospel, and not simply to perform miracles. But as Luke tells us, “now even more the report about him went abroad, and great crowds gathered to hear him and to be healed of their infirmities” (Luke 5:15). 


   As his popularity grew, it became increasingly difficult for Jesus to make time for the things that were most important to him. So Luke tells us, “he would withdraw to desolate places and pray” (Luke 5:16). Once again we see the intimacy that Jesus loved to share with his Father—the strength of his prayer life. The more demands that were placed on him for ministry, the more important he thought it was to go somewhere quiet and pray. This is an example for our devotions and a challenge to our discipline. Do we have any less need to spend time with our Father than Jesus did? We have greater need for God’s help, and thus an even greater need to “withdraw to desolate places and pray” (Luke 5:16). As it was for Christ, so it is for the Christian: private prayer is the root of fruitful service to God. 


   It was during this same time period that Jesus performed another memorable miracle: 


    	On one of those days, as he was teaching, Pharisees and teachers of the law were 	sitting there, who had come from every village of Galilee and Judea and from Jerusalem. 	And the power of the Lord was with him to heal. And behold, some men were bringing 	on a bed a man who was paralyzed, and they were seeking to bring him in and lay 	him before Jesus, but finding no way to bring him in, because of the crowd, they 	went up on the roof and let him down with his bed through the tiles into the midst 	before Jesus. (Luke 5:17–19) 


   


   It must have been a dramatic moment. A large and impressive crowd had gathered to hear Jesus teach. Religious leaders from as far away as Jerusalem were there, possibly to investigate Jesus, which shows how famous he had become. There were so many people that it was impossible for anyone else to get inside the building. 


   This was frustrating to a small group of men standing outside. They had a friend who was paralyzed, and they were desperate for him to get the kind of healing that only Jesus could give. Yet there was no way to get inside, especially carrying a stretcher. So they were facing a significant obstacle, as people often do when they are trying to help bring their friends to Christ. 


   Suddenly one of them had an inspiration: if they could not get in from the side, maybe they could get in from the top. There is a time for waiting to see if God will open a door, but there is also a time to get inside, even if it means going through the roof to get there. So the men climbed the outside staircase common to buildings of that day and started tearing away at the roof. We can only imagine the commotion that this caused down below. First debris started to fall down. Then daylight appeared, and before they knew it, the people inside were looking up at the sweaty, determined faces of men who would stop at nothing to bring their friend to Jesus. 


   Their story is a powerful example of Christian compassion. These men loved their brother, and when they saw that something could be done about his disability, they did everything in their power to get him the help that he needed. This is strong encouragement for anyone who cares for people with disabilities or other physical problems. Caring for the needs of the body is a holy obligation for the people of God. 


   This story is also a powerful example of Christian evangelism. What people need more than anything else is for someone to bring them to Jesus, overcoming all the obstacles. Whatever trouble these men went through to bring their friend to Jesus was worth it. Yet so often we let little things get in the way of inviting a friend to church, or offering to pray for someone, or bringing a Christ-centered perspective into a conversation, or sharing the basic facts of the gospel. What people need is a direct, personal encounter with Jesus Christ. So we should do whatever we can to bring them to a place where they can experience his healing touch. Whom do you know that needs to know Jesus? To what lengths are you willing to go in order to introduce them? 


   These men set a worthy example in many ways, but what Jesus especially admired about them was their faith. He could see that they trusted in him. Why else would they go to so much trouble to bring their friend to see him? Obviously they had a trusting faith in his power to heal. They also had a persistent faith—one not easily discouraged. And it was by this faith that the paralytic was healed, for when Jesus “saw their faith, he said, ‘Man, your sins are forgiven you’” (Luke 5:20). We may infer from this that the man with the disability had as much faith as his friends. When Luke referred to “their faith,” this man was included. God does not forgive our sins on the basis of someone else’s faith. To be forgiven, we must put our own personal trust in Jesus, as this man did. 


   What is surprising is that Jesus did not do anything to heal his body, at least not at first. Obviously the man was coming for physical healing. But rather than making him walk, Jesus forgave his sins. He almost seemed to be missing the point, as when a waitress brings a pair of size ten loafers, or when a mailman delivers a pizza. But Jesus knew what he was doing. He wanted to give this man a greater gift, for however terrible it is to be paralyzed, it is far worse to suffer the spiritual paralysis of sin. So when Jesus saw this man’s faith, he forgave him all his sins. Donald Hagner comments: “The point of this narrative is that the problem of sin, though not as apparent to the eye as paralysis, is . . . the fundamental problem of humanity that Jesus has come to counteract. Compared to the healings, the forgiveness of sins is by far the greater gift Jesus has brought in his ministry.”10


   Here Luke draws us into the heart of the gospel. Jesus had preached the gospel, cast out demons, healed the sick, called disciples, and cleansed the leper. But now he was meeting an even deeper need. He was making a man right with God through the forgiveness of his sins—a gift that would last for all eternity. What Jesus said to the paralytic he says to everyone who trusts in him. He says it to anyone who comes to him in faith. On the basis of his death on the cross—the killing penalty that he suffered for sinners—Jesus says, “Your sins are forgiven” (Luke 5:20). 


   

   

 

REACTION AND RESPONSE 

   It is wonderful to hear Jesus say that our sins are forgiven, but the religious leaders who were there that day evidently disagreed. As Luke tells us, “the scribes and the Pharisees began to question, saying, ‘Who is this who speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone?’” (Luke 5:21). 


   These powerful religious leaders had come to investigate. They had heard something about the gospel Jesus preached and the miracles he performed, but they wanted to see for themselves. They were watching him with suspicion, reserving the right to reach their own conclusions about his person and ministry. When Jesus claimed that he could forgive sins, they immediately and strenuously objected. “He can’t do that!” they said. “Only God can forgive a sinner!” 


   When they said this, the scribes and Pharisees were speaking better than they knew. In a way they were right: sin is an offense against the holy righteousness of God, so only God can forgive a sinner. But this just shows that someone can have the right theological position and still not have a right relationship with God. The scribes and Pharisees failed to recognize that Jesus Christ is God the eternal Son. This is why they accused him of blasphemy. By forgiving people’s sins, Jesus was effectively claiming to be God. But he wasn’t God, at least as far as they could see. So when he claimed to be divine, he was guilty of a crime punishable by death (see Lev. 24:10–16). 


   There was only one problem with their reasoning: Jesus really is God! He is God incarnate, God almighty, the supremely and infinitely awesome God. Therefore, he has the authority to forgive sinners, as he proceeded to prove. By the witness of the Holy Spirit, Jesus knew what the religious leaders were saying. And when he “perceived their thoughts, he answered them, ‘Why do you question in your hearts? Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Rise and walk’?” (Luke 5:22–23). 


   Like everything else that Jesus said, these words were simple, but profound. Which is easier, to say, “Your sins are forgiven,” or to say, “Get up and walk”? At one level, they are both easy to say. After all, words are just words. But there is a sense in which it is easier to say, “Your sins are forgiven,” because no one can tell if the person who says it is bluffing. Forgiveness is something that comes from God’s throne, so who knows whether it really has been granted? The claim cannot be falsified. But when someone says, “Rise and walk,” everyone knows right away whether the person who says it has the power to heal. Either the paralytic will get up and walk or he won’t, and if he doesn’t, the person who told him to stand up will be exposed as a complete fraud. So it is harder to say, “Rise and walk.” If someone says that, he has to prove it. 


   When we look at things from the perspective of the cross, forgiving sins is the hardest thing of all, of course, because it cost Jesus his very life. In order to offer forgiveness, he had to suffer and die in the bloody agony of the cross. But in the context of this encounter, the hardest thing for Jesus to say was, “Rise and walk,” which is exactly what he went on to say: “‘But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins’—he said to the man who was paralyzed—‘I say to you, rise, pick up your bed and go home.’ And immediately he rose up before them and picked up what he had been lying on and went home, glorifying God. And amazement seized them all, and they glorified God and were filled with awe, saying, ‘We have seen extraordinary things today’” (Luke 5:24–26). 


   By performing this miracle, Jesus proved for sure that he was the Son of God. At the beginning of this narrative, Luke stated that “the power of the Lord” was with Jesus for healing (Luke 5:17). This power included the power and authority to heal paralysis, and if Jesus had the power and authority to do that, he also had the power and authority to forgive sinners. There is no disability he cannot heal, no sinner he cannot forgive. He is God the Son, with power to save. 


   This is all for the glory of God. Luke ends this episode by showing what happens after people have a healing encounter with Jesus. They glorify God. This is what the man who was paralyzed did: he scrambled to his feet, rolled up his mat, and left the house, praising God. He may have come in through the roof, but he left by the front door, carrying the bed that once carried him. And as he walked through the crowd, he said, “Praise God! Praise God!” They too were praising God. This is the way to respond when Jesus saves a needy sinner, not with the frowning disapproval of a Pharisee, but with the smiling praise of a believer in Christ. The reason that Jesus saves sinners is for the glory of God. 


   Do you want to see that glory in your own life? Then come to Jesus in faith, trusting him for healing and forgiveness. He will touch your sin-sick soul and cleanse your unholy heart. His healing compassion is not just for you, but also for the people you love well enough to bring to him. Your hands are the hands God uses to reach out to people no one else is willing to touch. Your arms are the arms he uses to carry people to Christ. Your voice is the voice he uses to sing his glorious praise. 
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 FEAST OR FAMINE?

   Luke 5:27–39
   


   And they said to him, “The disciples of John fast often and offer prayers, and so do the disciples of the Pharisees, but yours eat and drink.” And Jesus said to them, “Can you make wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them?” (Luke 5:33–34) 


   If you want the job done right, you have to find the right person to do it. If you need a chef, you have to find someone who knows how to make a soufflé. If you are looking for a first baseman, it has to be a player who hits for power. If you are having trouble with your car, the only person who can help is someone who knows which part is the carburetor. You need to have the right person for the job. 


   As logical as it is, this approach is one that Jesus seems studiously to have avoided. When it came time to choose his disciples, he did not go out and find twelve theologically trained, morally upright, spiritually disciplined men. Instead, he gathered a motley crew of everyday sinners. They hardly seemed like the kind of men who would set the world on fire. But when they met Jesus, their lives were changed forever and they became courageous for Christ. There is no better example of this transformation than a lowlife named Levi, who was later and better known as Matthew. 


   

   

 

HOW A SINNER GETS SAVED 

   As we read Levi’s story, we see what happens when Jesus comes to save a sinner. The story starts with business as usual. Jesus was busy performing miracles, and even forgiving people’s sins. “After this,” Luke tells us, “he went out and saw a tax collector named Levi, sitting at the tax booth” (Luke 5:27). 


   Already from this we know almost everything we care to know about what kind of man Levi was. He was a tax collector; in other words, he was a thieving sinner. In those days the Romans subcontracted the collection of their imperial revenue. Anyone who wanted to collect taxes would place a bid for his region, with the Romans awarding the contract to the highest bidder. The winner paid off the government, then tried to levy as many taxes as he could. Anything he collected over and above the amount he bid was his to keep. Obviously, this system was open to corruption. With all the poll taxes, land taxes, income taxes, road taxes, and port taxes they gathered, most tax collectors were filthy rich. 


   Filthy is just the word for it, because taxmen were among the most despised men in Israel. Because they collaborated with the Romans, they were considered traitors. Because they collected more than they had any right to take, they were considered robbers. And because they had so much contact with Gentiles, they were considered unclean. In fact, some rabbis said that if a tax collector set foot in someone’s house, everything and everyone inside became impure.1 So Levi was among the lowest of the low. One commentator aptly describes him as “sinfully rich and socially ostracized.”2


   When people saw this man sitting in his tollbooth and counting his money, they hated him. Yet what we ought to see in Levi is our own sinful selves, because until we come to Christ, we are like him in many ways. We sit in the tollbooth of our sin, trying to get as much as we can for ourselves, and not caring too much what we have to do to other people to get it. We will keep sitting in our sin, going about our business, until Jesus interrupts us the way he interrupted Levi. Luke tells us that Jesus “said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And leaving everything, he rose and followed him. And Levi made him a great feast in his house, and there was a large company of tax collectors and others reclining at table with them” (Luke 5:27–29). 


   Levi’s conversion teaches us never to despair of our own or anyone else’s salvation. We should say, “If God can save someone like Levi, he can save anyone, even a sinner like me.” When he does save us, Jesus generally does it the way that he did it here. Although the story of Levi’s salvation is told in just a few short lines, it contains many important doctrines of salvation. 


   First there is the doctrine of election—the sovereign choice of God. Before Levi ever decided to follow God, Jesus decided to make him one of his followers. As Jesus later said to his disciples, “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit” (John 15:16). When Jesus said this, Levi knew exactly what he was talking about, because Jesus came to him before he ever came to Jesus. He was chosen by grace. The same thing is true of everyone who comes to God through faith in Christ. God’s grace is God’s choice, for the Bible says we were chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4). 


   Next comes what theologians describe as effectual calling. There is a general call that God sends out to everyone—the gospel call to turn away from sin and believe in Jesus Christ. Not everyone answers that call. But there is also an effective call, by which God actually draws his chosen people to himself. This is the call that the apostle Paul had in mind when he said that those whom God predestined, “he also called” (Rom. 8:30). According to the Westminster Shorter Catechism, “Effectual calling is the work of God’s Spirit, whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, and renewing our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, freely offered to us in the gospel” (A. 31). This was the call that Levi received—the call that effectively drew him to Christ. Up until this point in his life, he was “a man greedy for dirty money, filled with an uncontrolled desire to possess, careless of justice in his eagerness to have what did not belong to him. . . . Yet he was snatched from the workshop of sin itself and saved when there was no hope for him, at the call of Christ the Savior of us all.”3 God issues the same call to every Christian: Jesus says, “Come,” and by the inward compulsion of the Holy Spirit, we choose to follow him. 


   Conversion comes only by the choice and calling of God. It is a gift of his grace, which may explain why people started to call this man Matthew, which means “gift of God.” This is what happens in salvation: God turns Levis into Matthews. But of course Levi still needed to respond to God in repentance and faith, which he did, for Luke tells us that he left everything behind to follow Jesus. Levi had more to lose than most people, but like the other disciples, he left it all behind. He gave up the sinful structures that led to his financial advantage. Once he left, he could never go back. But this is what repentance requires: a definitive break with the old life of sin, no matter what the cost. We must let go of everything that stands in the way of going with Jesus. This is the doctrine of repentance unto life. 


   At the same time that God calls us away from sin, he also calls us to follow Jesus in the way of discipleship, as Levi also did. This is the doctrine of saving faith. Here we need to notice an important grammatical detail. When Luke tells us how Levi followed Christ, he uses an active participle—which typically indicates continuous, ongoing action. When Levi got up to follow Jesus, it was for the rest of his life. This is what it means to be a disciple. When God calls us to follow Christ, he calls us to a whole life of faith. 


   As soon as Levi started to follow Jesus, he began to worship. This is what happens when someone welcomes Jesus into his life and knows for sure that he has received the free gift of eternal life: he starts to have fellowship with Jesus, and to give him the honor that he deserves. Levi did this by throwing Jesus a party. Luke calls it “a great feast” (Luke 5:29), which shows how wealthy the man was. It also shows how happy he was. For years Levi had been starving for a meaningful relationship with God; now he was feasting with God the Son. As J. C. Ryle said, 


    	Nothing can happen to a man which ought to be such an occasion of joy, as his conversion. 	It is a far more important event than being married, or coming of age, or being 	made a nobleman, or receiving a great fortune. It is the birth of an immortal soul! 	It is the rescue of a sinner from hell! It is a passage from death to life! It is 	being made a king and priest forevermore! It is being provided for, both in time 	and eternity! It is adoption into the noblest and richest of all families, the family 	of God!4


   


   As he entered into the joy of his salvation, worshiping Jesus, Levi also started to witness. He wanted his friends to know Christ. This too is part of what it means to become a Christian. As soon as a person comes to Christ, he or she becomes an evangelist. Levi did this by inviting everyone he knew—including his nefarious colleagues in the tax business—to have dinner with Jesus. He wanted them to share the joy that he had in knowing Christ. He said, “My friends have to hear this!” So he invited them to a place where they could meet Jesus and mingle with Christians. 


   The story of Levi’s conversion is really the story of every believer in Christ. This is how God saves sinners. First he chooses us by grace (election) and calls us to follow Christ (effectual calling). By the work of the Holy Spirit, he enables us to turn away from sin (repentance unto life) and follow Jesus (saving faith). And as we follow Jesus, we glorify God (worship) and proclaim his gospel (witness). Once we come to God through faith in Christ, we are called to invite our friends to a place where they can meet Jesus, so that he can do the same thing for them that he did for us. 


   

   

 

THE PHARISEES’ FIRST COMPLAINT 

   This would be a happy place to end, except it is not where the story ends. After all, what would a party be without the Pharisees—those party-poopers of the New Testament Gospels? The Pharisees were socially conservative teachers who refused to believe that Jesus could be the Christ. When they saw him going to Levi’s party, they raised two objections, which—like most of their complaints—actually ended up clarifying Christ’s person and work. Praise God for the Pharisees, because their very criticisms help us to know Christ! 


   First they accused Jesus of eating and drinking with the wrong crowd: “And the Pharisees and their scribes grumbled at his disciples, saying, ‘Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners?’” (Luke 5:30). The Pharisees had a problem with Jesus and his guest list. To understand their complaint, it helps to understand that for the Jews, sitting down to share a meal was an expression of spiritual fellowship. One scholar writes: “In the East, even today, to invite a man to a meal was an honor. It was an offer of peace, trust, brotherhood, and forgiveness; in short, sharing a table meant sharing life. In Judaism in particular, table-fellowship means fellowship before God.”5


   It also helps to understand that, according to the Pharisees, certain members of society were not eligible for this kind of fellowship. There were whole categories of people who did not qualify. These “sinners,” as they were called, included “members of the despised trades such as tax collectors, herdsmen, peddlers, or tanners, the physically deformed, the am ha-arez or mass of the population, Samaritans, and, to a certain extent, women.”6 To eat with such people was considered unclean; it was to share in their sin, becoming spiritually impure. Thus it was something a teacher and his disciples never did.7 It was beneath their dignity. One of the ways they showed their devotion to God was by not having any social contact with people who were not respectable. 


   In this context, it is easy to guess what the Pharisees were thinking when they saw Jesus go into Levi’s house and sit down to feast with tax collectors and other sinners. They were scandalized! As far as they were concerned, the fact that he was eating with such people showed that he was guilty by association, or else that he was violating their rules for the way a rabbi ought to behave. 


   Before we see how Jesus responded, we need to examine our own hearts. The Pharisee is not someone we find outside a church, but inside. These men were committed to God. They knew their theology. But they did not share God’s heart for ministry. They did not have the love of Jesus for lost and needy sinners. 


   There is more than a little of the spirit of the Pharisee in all of us. It is tempting for us to have a critical spirit about the way other people live, saying, “Well, that’s just not what Christians are supposed to do.” It is tempting to think that there are some people who do not belong in church and hardly deserve to hear the gospel. It is tempting to criticize the way that this denomination, that church, or some other Christian organization does ministry without ever getting personally involved in reaching out. It is tempting to become so attached to our own particular style of Christianity that we never introduce Jesus to the people outside who need him the most. But we are not called to stand somewhere off with the Pharisees; we are called to sit down with sinners so that we can share the gospel. 


   

   

 

DOCTOR JESUS 

   How did Jesus respond to these men? For starters, he was willing to grant one of their major premises. They said that he was eating with sinners; true enough. But far from becoming contaminated by their sin, Jesus was restoring them to righteousness. So he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:31–32). 


   This is the climactic moment to which the whole story has been building. Here Jesus makes one of his great mission statements. He announces who he is and what he has come to do. He explains the purpose for which he left the splendors of heaven and came down to earth. He did not come to save the righteous. He did not come to spend time with people who had it all together. Rather, he came to save the people who really needed him: messed-up, broken-down, law-breaking sinners. 


   To explain his mission, Jesus used a simple illustration from the field of medicine. He said he was a doctor. This would have had special significance for Luke, who was a medical man himself. His point was that if you are not sick, you do not need a doctor. The only people who need treatment are those who have something wrong with them. By way of illustration, when I turned thirty, I went in for a complete physical. When he was finished looking me over, my doctor said, “Well, you’re in excellent health. I can only think of one reason why you’re here: Your wife must have told you to get a physical.” My doctor was telling me that I did not need a doctor. 


   In the same way, the only people who need a Savior are sinners. So Jesus said, “I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:32). The Great Physician had come to bring the ultimate cure. He had come to heal people from sin, which is a sickness unto death. This explains why he was mixing with the wrong crowd. It is what a doctor does: he spends time with sick people. And rather than getting infected by their sin, Jesus had the power to make them well. In the words of one scholar, “Over against the Pharisaic idea of salvation by segregation Jesus sets up the new principle of salvation by association.”8 When Jesus comes into contact with sinners, far from getting contaminated, he makes them whole and clean by the power of his perfect holiness. 


   Jesus offers us the same treatment, but in order to receive it, we have to accept his diagnosis. As long as we keep insisting that we are righteous, we will never see our need for the gospel cure. This was the problem with the Pharisees. They divided the world into two kinds of people: the righteous and the sinners (and guess which group they belonged to!) By claiming to be righteous, they were saying that they did not need whatever medicine Doctor Jesus wanted to prescribe. They did not think that they were sinners, so if Jesus came to save sinners, they did not need his salvation. 


   The truth is that we all need Jesus because we are all sinners. The Bible says, “None is righteous, no, not one” (Rom. 3:10). So when Jesus talked about “the righteous,” he was being ironic. He was talking about people who thought they were righteous. But they were only self-righteous, because no one is righteous—not even the Pharisees. 


   If no one is righteous, then we all need a Savior. When Jesus calls sinners to repentance, he is calling every one of us: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way” (Isa. 53:6). But there is a cure for us. There is a cure for our pride, our lust, and our greed. We get this cure when we hear the gospel. It is just what the doctor ordered: forgiveness for sin through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We can have this cure if only we will see the sickness of our sin. As long as we maintain our own righteousness, we will never see our need for Jesus. But when we recognize our spiritual condition for what it really is, we get down on our knees and confess that we are among the sinners that Jesus came to save. 


   Then we go out and get involved in the lives of other sinners, so that they too can come to know Christ. Kent Hughes tells the story of William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army. At first Booth tried to bring street people right into the church. His biographer describes the fateful Sunday when he entered the sanctuary with 


    	a shuffling shabby contingent of men and women, wilting nervously under the stony 	stares of mill-managers, shop-keepers and their well-dressed wives. . . . To his 	dismay the Rev. Dunn saw that young Booth was actually ushering his charges, none 	of whose clothes would have raised five shilling in his own pawnshop, into the very 	best seats. . . . This was unprecedented, for the poor, if they came to chapel, entered 	by another door, to be segregated on benches without backs or cushions, behind a 	partition which screened off the pulpit.9


   


   The modern-day Pharisees in that congregation were scandalized, and they ran Booth right out of church. But William Booth knew that Jesus did not come to save the righteous; he came to save sinners. So he kept reaching out to poor and needy sinners, eventually through the Salvation Army. I praise God that he did, because it was through that ministry that my own greatgrandfather was saved off the streets of Scotland. 


   What are you doing to reach sinners outside the church? There are plenty of ways to do it. Get involved in the life of the neighbor that everyone avoids. Spend time with the kid that no one likes. Serve in a ministry to people who are down and out. Invite people to church—even people who will probably say no. You never know what they will say, so at least give them the chance to turn you down. Do not avoid the difficult people, but seek them out for relationships that might lead to their salvation. Identify the sinners in your life that need to know Jesus, and reach out to them with gospel love. 


   

   

 

FRIENDS OF THE GROOM 

   The Pharisees must not have been very impressed by the answer that Jesus gave them, because rather than confessing their sins, they came back with another objection. First they criticized Jesus for eating and drinking with sinners; then they criticized him for eating and drinking at all: “And they said to him, ‘The disciples of John fast often and offer prayers, and so do the disciples of the Pharisees, but yours eat and drink’” (Luke 5:33). Their first criticism related to outreach and evangelism: Jesus was spending too much time with sinners. Their second criticism related to discipleship: his followers were doing too much celebrating. 


   Here the Pharisees appealed not only to their own example, but also to that of John the Baptist. All of these men were ascetics. In other words, they practiced severe self-discipline in their relationship to God, abstaining from certain pleasures for spiritual reasons. They fasted and they prayed. In the case of John the Baptist and his disciples, this was in preparation for the coming of Christ. In the case of the Pharisees, it was more because they wanted to show how religious they were. When they fasted, they tried to look gloomy, so people would know how much they were suffering for God (see Matt. 6:16–18). They thought that in order to be spiritual, they had to be unhappy and uncomfortable. They were rather like the woman that the humorist Erma Bombeck once overheard speaking to her daughter during a worship service: “Stop that grinning—,” she said, “you’re in church!”10


   Jesus never said there was anything wrong with fasting. He fasted himself at times, and he accepted the discipline as an ordinary part of the spiritual life. Norval Geldenhuys says that Jesus rejected fasting “as a religious meritorious ceremony bearing a compulsory, ceremonial character; but He practiced it Himself at times and permits it as a voluntary form of spiritual discipline.”11 However, Jesus did not make his disciples fast. This was because it was not the time for it: “Jesus said to them, ‘Can you make wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in those days’” (Luke 5:34–35). 


   Earlier Jesus said that he was a doctor; now he was comparing himself to a groom. This is a theme that runs all the way through the Bible. There is a match that God has made in heaven between his people and his Son. Jesus Christ is the faithful bridegroom. He is the lover of our souls, and our destiny is to be united to him forever. 


   Jesus makes the comparison here because weddings were made to celebrate. They call for special arrangements: fancy clothes, good food, and fine wine. In those days, the party went on for a full week, as family and friends ate and drank to the joy of the happy couple. But one thing no one ever did at a wedding was to fast. Not even the Pharisees, for all their fascination with fasting, would miss out on a good wedding reception. As it is said in one of the rabbinical writings, “All in attendance on the bridegroom are relieved of all religious observances which would lessen their joy.”12


   The same principle applied to the disciples of Jesus Christ. He was the bridegroom, and as long as they were with him, it was inappropriate for them to do anything that would lessen their joy. Salvation had come, and it was a time for feasting, not fasting. Somehow people have the idea that Christians are spoilsports. Maybe we are, but people never said that about Jesus. He was so full of laughter that, if anything, they had the opposite reaction. They said he was having too much fun. And when we are filled with his joy, they will say the same thing about us. 


   Of course, the bridegroom would not be with his disciples forever. He would be taken away. Then the disciples would fast, not as an exhibition of their piety, but as an expression of their grief. Jesus was referring specifically to his death. The word for “taken away” (aparthē) indicates an act of violence. This was the first hint Jesus gave that he would suffer “a violent removal by death.”13 It meant that his disciples would not feast forever. The time would come for them to fast. 


   What time is it for us: a time to feast or a time of famine? It is a time for both. Like the disciples, we are with Jesus—not by his physical presence, but by the ministry of his Spirit (see John 14:18). Therefore, we are called to feast with him at his holy table, sharing the fellowship of his body and blood. But this is also a time for fasting. The day is coming when we will sit down together at what the Bible calls “the marriage supper of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:9)—the eternal feast that God has planned for us to celebrate with Jesus. But that day has not yet come. We are still waiting for our bridegroom, and until he returns, we fast and pray for the coming of his kingdom. We have a hunger for joy that will not be fully satisfied until Jesus comes again.14


   

   

 

SOMETHING OLD AND SOMETHING NEW 

   In saying all this, Jesus was telling the Pharisees that they were in a new situation. Now that he had come to save sinners, it was a time for feasting. To drive this home, Jesus told them a kind of parable: “No one tears a piece from a new garment and puts it on an old garment. If he does, he will tear the new, and the piece from the new will not match the old. And no one puts new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the new wine will burst the skins and it will be spilled, and the skins will be destroyed. But new wine must be put into fresh wineskins. And no one after drinking old wine desires new, for he says, ‘The old is good’” (Luke 5:36–39). 


   This “parable” was really three parables in one. They all seem to relate in some way to the wedding theme, because the friends of the groom always wear fancy clothes and drink fine wine. Furthermore, they all deal with something new: new garments, new wineskins, and new wine. Jesus was saying, “Out with the old and in with the new.” Now that he had come, people could not simply live the same old way that they used to live or treat people the same old way that they used to treat them. 


   Jesus needed to say this because he knew that people like the Pharisees would fail to understand his mission. Some would try to take little pieces of Jesus and patch him on to their old way of doing things. But the gospel will not mix and match with man-made religion. This was the point of his parable about the garments. People do not cut pieces out of their brand new outfits and sew them into their old clothes. If they did, their old clothes would look strange and their new ones would be ruined. Yet this is exactly what the Pharisees were trying to do with Jesus. They saw him feasting with his disciples. Even worse, they saw him feasting with sinners. This did not fit their old ideas about what it meant to be holy. Jesus was telling them that it wouldn’t fit. He was not there to patch up their tired old ways of being good enough for God. He was not there to stay separate from sinners, or to keep one of their grumpy old fasts; he was there to celebrate free forgiveness with the sinners he had come to save. 


   Some people would go a little bit farther. They would be willing to drink in what Jesus said, but they would try to keep it within the confines of their old way of life. This was the point of his parable about the wineskins. People do not put new wine into old wineskins, because as wine ferments, it expands. It is possible to put new wine into a new wineskin, because it still has room to stretch. But when new wine is put into an old wineskin, the wineskin bursts, and both the wine and the wineskin are wasted. 


   This parable is often misused. Any time that anyone wants to do anything new in the church, people say, “We have new wine, and we need to put it in new wineskins!” Taken out of context, the parable could be used to justify almost anything, including things that are not even biblical. But the parable is not so much a general principle for life in the church as it is a statement of the radically new thing that God has done in Christ. Jesus has come to bring explosive joy to people who desperately need to be saved. This is not something that can be contained within the religion of Pharisees who want to stay separate from sinners. 


   Some people try to patch Jesus on; some people try to bottle him up; and some people refuse to try him at all. This is the point of his third parable: “No one after drinking old wine desires new, for he says, ‘The old is good’” (Luke 5:39). This statement is hard to understand because Jesus has been comparing his ministry to new wine, and usually we think that old wine is better. But this is not always true; it all depends on the vintage, and in the Bible, new wine is used to express exuberant joy (e.g., Ps. 4:7; John 2:9–10). This is the comparison that Jesus was making: his salvation is fresh, like new wine. Yet, sadly, some people are not even willing to try it. They are so convinced the old wine is better that they refuse to taste what Jesus has to offer. This was true of the Pharisees. They did not think that they were sinners, so they would not join the feast. They refused to taste the wine of his salvation. 


   Are you willing to try Jesus? You cannot simply patch a little bit of Jesus on to your old way of life. You cannot keep him bottled up inside your old religion. Jesus insists on giving sinners the new clothes of his righteousness, and the new wineskin of his grace, filled with the new wine of his Spirit. If you do not know Jesus for sure, you really ought to try him! 
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 LORD OF THE SABBATH

   Luke 6:1–11
   


   But some of the Pharisees said, “Why are you doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath?” . . . And he said to them, “The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.” (Luke 6:2, 5) 


   And on the seventh day God rested. In six days he had done the work of creation, forming the universe in all its vast splendor, and making a world to be our home. Then God rested, and as he rested, he sanctified the Sabbath to be a holy day of rest for his people. This was the basis for the law that God gave to Moses: 


   	Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your 	work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not 	do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female 	servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. For in six 	days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested 	the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. (Ex. 	20:8–11; cf. Gen. 2:2–3; Heb. 4:4) 


   


   This was the law of the Sabbath: one full day of rest in seven. The law was fundamental; it went back to the foundation of the world. It was also beneficial. God gave his people the Sabbath for their own good. By getting the rest they needed, they were able to flourish in all the activities of life. The law was relational. It helped to establish a bond of fellowship between God and his people. They were made in his image, and therefore their weekly rhythm was patterned after his work and rest in the creation of the world. To keep the Sabbath was to be like God, and therefore it was at the heart of what it meant to be godly. 


   For the children of Israel, the Sabbath was the best day of the week. It was a day for worship and for resting in the goodness of God. It was a day for ceasing from the labor and toil of the workday week. It was also a day for looking forward to the full and final salvation that God would provide in Christ: “when their vision was clearest the Jews understood that the weekly day of rest was a ‘ritual anticipation of the advent of the messianic age’—a kind of picture, in the form of a religious observance, of what the whole of life would once again be like when God’s Messiah came into the world to set things right—and therefore a thing of delight.”1


   

   

 

PICKY, PICKY 

   It was on this delightful day that Jesus once again came into sharp conflict with the Pharisees. The whole thing started innocently enough: “On a Sabbath, while he was going through the grainfields, his disciples plucked and ate some heads of grain, rubbing them in their hands” (Luke 6:1). 


   Cutting through someone’s field and picking a little grain was not against the law. In fact, it was one of the ways that God provided for his people. As it said in Deuteronomy, “If you go into your neighbor’s standing grain, you may pluck the ears with your hand, but you shall not put a sickle to your neighbor’s standing grain” (Deut. 23:25). As long as they did not try to do a full-scale harvest, it was acceptable for the disciples to help themselves. This was part of the legal code. 


   The Pharisees did not see the situation that way, however. As the selfappointed Sabbath police, they thought they spotted a violation here. So they criticized the disciples for breaking God’s law: “But some of the Pharisees said, ‘Why are you doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath?’” (Luke 6:2). This was a serious accusation. Keeping the Sabbath was basic to biblical godliness, so to break it was to rebel against God. Such a sin would discredit the disciples, and by implication, it would also bring Jesus under reproach. The Pharisees thought they had caught the disciples red-handed. 


   Why did the Pharisees think that picking grain was against the law? The answer is that they had developed their own list of regulations for keeping the Sabbath. To make sure that they did not violate the fourth commandment, they specified all the different ways that someone could break the Sabbath, and then avoiding these activities became their law. According to the Mishnah, no fewer than thirty-nine different kinds of work were forbidden on the Sabbath, including reaping, threshing, winnowing, and preparing food.2 When the disciples picked some heads of grain, the Pharisees thought they were reaping. When they rubbed them in their hands to separate the wheat from the chaff, they considered this threshing and winnowing. And when they started to eat the grain, they were guilty of preparing food on the Sabbath. So with every mouthful, the disciples were violating the law four different ways.3 Thus said the Pharisees. 


   The problem was that this was their law, not God’s law. The Pharisees were always telling people what to do and what not to do (especially what not to do), but they could not always tell the difference between their not-to-do list and God’s command. They were legalists, and as a result, they ended up weighing people down with all kinds of extrabiblical regulations for the Sabbath. Instead of being a day of delight, under the repressive regime of the Pharisees it became a burden. This is a warning to us. We need to remember that most of the decisions we make about how to live out God’s law in everything from our use of money to the education of our children are not binding for other Christians. 


   

   

 

WHAT DAVID DID 

   There were several ways that Jesus could have defended his disciples. He could have said that this was no big deal, that even if they were breaking the law, it was only a small violation. But Jesus did not say that. He could have said that what they did was not against the law at all, but only against the arbitrary opinions of the Pharisees. Jesus did not say that, either. He could even have said that it did not matter what people did on the Sabbath. He was the Messiah, and now that he had come, they were free from the old command. But Jesus wanted to go deeper. He wanted to free the law from the perversion of the Pharisees by explaining its underlying purpose. So he told a story from the Old Testament: “Have you not read what David did when he was hungry, he and those who were with him: how he entered the house of God and took and ate the bread of the Presence, which is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and also gave it to those with him?” (Luke 6:3–4). 


   Jesus knew his Old Testament. Here he was referring to a story from the life of David. In those days God had rejected Saul and anointed David to serve as Israel’s rightful king. But Saul was not dead yet, and because of his raging envy, David had to run for his life. This is where the story picks up in 1 Samuel 21, with David and his men fleeing from the wrath of Saul. They left in such haste that they did not have time to gather much in the way of provisions. So they went to the tabernacle, where Ahimelech was priest. And David said to him, “Now then, what do you have on hand? Give me five loaves of bread, or whatever is here” (1 Sam. 21:3). But Ahimelech said to David, “I have no common bread on hand, but there is holy bread—if the young men have kept themselves from women” (1 Sam. 21:4). 


   The priest was referring to the bread of the presence, which was kept in the tabernacle. This sacred bread of the covenant was baked fresh every week and then set out before the Lord on a golden table. It was only for the priests to eat, and no one else, for God had said to Moses: 


    	You shall take fine flour and bake twelve loaves from it; two tenths of an ephah 	shall be in each loaf. And you shall set them in two piles, six in a pile, on the 	table of pure gold before the Lord. . . . Every Sabbath day Aaron shall arrange it 	before the Lord regularly; it is from the people of Israel as a covenant forever. 	And it shall be for Aaron and his sons, and they shall eat it in a holy place, since 	it is for him a most holy portion out of the Lord’s food offerings, a perpetual due. 	(Lev. 24:5–6, 8–9) 


   


   Because the bread of the presence was consecrated to God, his holy priests were the only people who were allowed to eat it. But David and his men were famished. Technically, for them to eat the sacred bread was a violation of the ceremonial law that governed the worship of the tabernacle. But as Ahimelech considered the total righteousness of God, he recognized that he had a higher duty to meet a basic human need: “So the priest gave him the holy bread, for there was no bread there but the bread of the Presence” (1 Sam. 21:6). 


   This was the right thing to do in any case, but given who David was and what he was doing, it was especially necessary in this case. David was no ordinary citizen, and this was no ordinary situation. He was the Lord’s anointed king, and thus his men were on a mission from God. David Gooding writes, “It was of paramount importance to the Lord that the Lord’s anointed should be fed; and it was perfectly proper, therefore, that a symbol whose strict consecration was designed to teach Israel to revere the service of the Lord, should be used to serve the needs of the Lord’s anointed. And if serving his needs meant serving the needs of his servants, there was nothing improper about it.”4


   By telling this story, Jesus was arguing from a harder case to an easier one. Follow his logic. If it was proper for David’s men to eat the bread of the presence, as holy as it was, it was all the more appropriate for the disciples to pick a little grain on the Sabbath. In the words of Joseph Pipa, “if it was proper to violate a ceremonial law when the Lord’s anointed was on the Lord’s business on the Sabbath, then surely the Anointed and His followers may break a man-made law while they are doing the Lord’s business on the Sabbath.”5 What David did violated the ceremonial law, but it was still the right thing to do because it was necessary to help people in need. God always desires mercy more than the observance of sacred rituals (cf. Matt. 12:6–7). What the disciples did on the Sabbath was not a violation of the law at all; it was perfectly proper. Like the men of David, they were in the service of God’s anointed king, they were on a holy mission, and they had a physical need. So if it was permissible for David to eat the bread of the presence, it was all the more appropriate for the disciples to eat enough grain to give them the strength they needed to follow Jesus. They were serving God’s Son on God’s Sabbath. 


   The problem with the Pharisees was not simply that they were too strict. Their problem was that they did not understand the true inward purpose of the law, which demands love for God and love for our neighbor. And because they did not understand this, they did not know how to apply the law properly, the way Jesus did. We are warned by their poor example not to use the Sabbath to avoid showing mercy, or to use our own ideas about how to live as an excuse for not doing what God requires. 


   

   

 

THE SABBATH’S LORD 

   Jesus could have stopped there. The legal precedent he cited from the Old Testament cleared the disciples of any wrongdoing. But Jesus went on to make a dramatic declaration: “The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath” (Luke 6:5). 


   Here Luke has done it again: he has told a story from the life of Jesus that builds up to a climactic statement about his person and work. This is in keeping with Luke’s grand purpose of helping us know for certain that Jesus is the Christ. To that end, he has told us that Jesus is “the Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32), “a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:11), the beloved and well-pleasing Son of the Father (Luke 3:22). Luke has also shown the authority of Jesus to preach the gospel, heal the body, cast out demons, forgive sinners, and call disciples. Here at the beginning of chapter 6 he announces a new title, with new authority. Jesus is the Son of Man, and as the Son of Man, he is Lord of the Sabbath. 


   “Son of Man” is a messianic title that echoes the Old Testament, especially the prophecies of Daniel (see Dan. 7:9–14). By using this title, Jesus was testifying to his true humanity, and also hinting at his coming glory. He is the first man in the new humanity. But Jesus is also God, and this is the clear implication of his claim to lordship over the Sabbath. Who is the Lord of the Sabbath? Only God is. 


   As strange as it may seem, this statement is sometimes used to sweep aside the Sabbath. Some Christians have the impression that in this passage Jesus was saying that the Sabbath no longer mattered. As Lord of the Sabbath, he could do whatever he wanted with it, and what he wanted to do was eliminate the obligation to keep a day of rest. But the truth is almost exactly the opposite. By saying that he was Lord of the Sabbath, Jesus was making a strong claim to his deity, and also pointing to the abiding significance of the fourth commandment. 


   Remember that this Sabbath commandment came from God. The Sabbath was not a human invention, but a divine institution. God established it the week the world was made. He also reiterated it when he gave his law to Moses. The Sabbath came from God. He patterned it after his work in creation and revealed it in thunder from the mountain. Therefore, when Jesus claimed to be Lord of the Sabbath, he was claiming to be very God—the Creator and the Lawgiver. 


   Because he is God, Jesus Christ is supreme over the Sabbath. The Sabbath itself is an awesome institution. To this day, it orders the work and leisure of humanity by dividing our calendar into God-given weeks. By demanding us to set aside our regular work, it also gives special glory to God. Yet as great as the Sabbath is, Jesus is even greater, because he is the Sabbath’s Lord. The law for this day was given at his command; the worship of this day returns to his honor; and the proper observance of this day is his sovereign prerogative. 


   Knowing that Jesus Christ is Lord of the Sabbath helps us to know that this day has abiding significance for the church. Far from being the only one of the Ten Commandments that Jesus abolished, as some Christians think, it is a commandment he taught as clearly as any other. J. C. Ryle comments: “We must not allow ourselves to be carried away by the common notion that the Sabbath is a mere Jewish ordinance, and that it was abolished and done away by Christ. There is not a single passage of the Gospels which proves this. In every case where we find our Lord speaking upon it, He speaks against the false views of it, which were taught by the Pharisees, but not against the day itself.” Then Bishop Ryle offers an illustration to help us understand what Jesus does with the Sabbath. He writes, “The architect who repairs a building, and restores it to its proper use, is not the destroyer of it, but the preserver.”6


   Since the creation of the world, God has required his people to keep one holy day in seven for worship and rest. Jesus preserved this commandment, for when the Sabbath came, he worshiped at the synagogue (see Luke 4:16). We are called to follow his example: “Throughout the Gospels it is clear that the Lord taught that the Sabbath should be consecrated to God, and acted accordingly. It is therefore fitting that on the day of rest man should so disentangle himself from ordinary activities that he may be able to serve and glorify God to the best of his ability.”7


   Of course, the Sabbath is also a day for doing things that are truly necessary to meet our physical needs, which is what the disciples were doing when they picked grain. We need to be careful here, because not everything is quite as necessary as we think it is. We should resist the temptation to think that we need to be working, studying, or shopping on the Sabbath, when in fact we have not used our time wisely the rest of the week. But Jesus knows that we have real needs, and unlike the Pharisees, he liberates us from any man-made rules that would actually hinder us from observing the true purpose of the Sabbath, which is to put his glory at the center of our lives. 


   The primary change in the day is that now we celebrate it on the first day of the week, as the early Christians did (see Acts 20:7; 1 Cor. 16:2). This is because Sunday is the day that Jesus was raised from the dead (see John 20:19). By a mighty act of redemption—as mighty an act as creation itself—God has sanctified a new day, properly called “the Lord’s day” (see Rev. 1:10). The Old Testament Sabbath was on the last day of the week, and on it godly people were looking forward to the rest that they would find in their Messiah. Now the Messiah has come in the person of Jesus Christ. Since he is the fulfillment of the Sabbath, we have already begun to enter his rest, and thus we begin our week by acknowledging his lordship over all of life. Nevertheless, we are still looking forward to our full and final rest with Christ in glory. “Our weekly Sabbath-rest,” writes Richard Gaffin, “is a recurring pointer to that consummation. Weekly Sabbath keeping is a sign that points to the end of history and to the ultimate fulfillment of all God’s purposes for his creation.”8


   The Lord’s day is for resting from physical labor, so that our bodies can be restored and renewed. It is also for resting from spiritual labor. As the Scripture says, “So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested from his works as God did from his” (Heb. 4:9–10). Jesus Christ has finished the work of our salvation, so that we do not have to work our way to heaven. Then the Lord’s day is for worship. It is for praising God with his people, for personal prayer and Bible study, and for fellowship with other Christians. It is for all of these things because it is for the Lord Jesus Christ. If we dishonor the day, we dishonor him; but as we honor the day, we honor him, because he is the Lord of this day. 


   

   

 

A HAND TO HEAL 

   The Lord’s day has one further purpose that becomes clear in the story that follows. Like many of the important events in Jesus’ life, it happened on the Sabbath. And, as we might expect, given his commitment to keeping the fourth commandment, it happened while Jesus was at worship: “On another Sabbath, he entered the synagogue and was teaching, and a man was there whose right hand was withered. And the scribes and the Pharisees watched him, to see whether he would heal on the Sabbath, so that they might find a reason to accuse him” (Luke 6:6–7). 


   The Pharisees had heard that Jesus healed people on the Sabbath, and they wanted to see if he would do it again. Their sinister attitude shows that their confrontation with Jesus had continued to intensify. It did not take long for his ministry to arouse their opposition, and by this point they were actively seeking to attack him. Jesus was already on the collision course that would take him to the cross. 


   As far as the Pharisees were concerned, healing was a form of working, and thus it broke the fourth commandment. They might just be willing to accept a miracle if it were a matter of life and death. In fact, one of the old rabbinic writings said, “Whenever there is doubt whether life is in danger this overrides the Sabbath.”9 But according to the Pharisees, the Sabbath was not a day for routine medical care. Unless the situation was truly lifethreatening, mercy would have to wait for another day (cf. Luke 13:14). As one commentator puts it, “To heal on the Sabbath is permitted in the case of imminent danger of life; but where there is no danger in delay it is unconditionally forbidden.”10


   Admittedly, no one at the synagogue was dying. There was a man there who had a disability, however. He had an atrophied appendage, which Luke tells us with clinical accuracy happened to be his right hand. This was the hand that Jesus intended to heal, and that the Pharisees wanted to stay the way that it was. 


   Whether it was by his own divine omniscience or by the witness of the Holy Spirit, Jesus knew what the Pharisees were thinking, and his response was masterful: “But he knew their thoughts, and he said to the man with the withered hand, ‘Come and stand here.’ And he rose and stood there. And Jesus said to them, ‘I ask you, is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to destroy it?’” (Luke 6:8–9). What a question! We have already seen how good his answers were, but if anything, the questions that Jesus asked were even more devastating. This one searched the Pharisees right down to their very souls. 


   Obviously, the Sabbath was a day for doing good. But the do-nothing Pharisees were so concerned about keeping their man-made rules that they would not even lift a finger to help someone in need. “I’m sorry,” they said. “You’ll have to wait until tomorrow. This isn’t a day for helping people; it’s only for worshiping God.” Because it did not leave any room for mercy, this interpretation had to be flawed in some fundamental way. Jesus wanted the Pharisees to see that by refusing to do good on the Sabbath, they were actually causing harm. Not only was it not wrong to help this man, but it was wrong not to. Jesus was not simply trying to show the Pharisees that their view of the Sabbath was inadequate; he was also saying that it was immoral!11 In this case, failing to act was morally equivalent to destroying someone’s life. Therefore, far from keeping God’s law, the Pharisees were actually breaking it. Their underlying attitude toward people in need was loveless, merciless, and cruel. 


   How easy it is to keep a list of things that make us good enough for God, while at the same time completely missing the things that are most important to him. The Pharisees had a long list of little things they did to be godly, but they overlooked the big things like loving mercy and doing justice. Their poor example is a warning that there is more to godliness than simply staying away from certain kinds of personal sin. God wants us to have a heart for people in need. Therefore, we need to ask ourselves the question that John asked the early church: “If anyone . . . sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him?” (1 John 3:17). 


   Jesus brought all of these issues right out into the open when he invited the man with the withered hand to stand in front of the Pharisees. First he asked if it was permissible for him to perform a miracle of mercy on the Sabbath. Jesus looked from one Pharisee to another, waiting for an answer. But none of them had anything to say, so “after looking around at them all he said to him, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ And he did so, and his hand was restored” (Luke 6:10). 


   This was a mighty work of salvation. One moment the man’s arm dangled uselessly at his side, but the very next moment he was flexing his fingers. His hand was healed. At the command of Christ, he was able to do the very thing that he had always been unable to do: stretch out his hand. The man acted in faith, and when he did, he experienced the enabling power of God. 


   This is a picture of what happens in the salvation of a sinner. The gospel is preached by the power of the Holy Spirit, and the unbeliever hears the good news of salvation: “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and by his death on the cross and resurrection from the grave, you will be saved.” Up until that point, the unbeliever has been unable to believe the gospel. But God says, “Believe,” and when he does, the unbeliever believes! By his amazing grace, God enables us to do what we cannot do for ourselves, which is to trust in Jesus Christ for our salvation. 


   Was it lawful for Jesus to heal a man’s hand on the Sabbath? The answer is yes, because the Sabbath is for healing. By doing this miracle, the Lord of the Sabbath was not simply claiming his own personal right to do whatever he wanted on the day. Rather, he was revealing one of the true purposes of the day, which is to keep the law of mercy and love. Earlier Jesus told a story about David to show that there are certain things we may do on the Sabbath: works of necessity. By performing this miracle he was showing that there is also something we must do on the Sabbath, which is to show mercy. 


   

   

 

A DAY FOR MERCY 

   Sadly, the Pharisees did not have the heart to show mercy, and thus their encounter with the Lord of the Sabbath ends on an ominous note: “But they were filled with fury and discussed with one another what they might do to Jesus” (Luke 6:11). The Greek word for fury (anoias) refers to an unthinking rage, almost a kind of madness. Ironically, in their fanatical hatred the Pharisees were really the ones who were breaking the Sabbath, because they were committing murder in their hearts. Rather than preserving life on the Sabbath, they were starting to look for a way to take it. 


   What made the Pharisees so angry? It was partly because Jesus broke one of their precious rules, but it was more because he exposed their lack of love for people in need. They were using the very law of God as an excuse for not showing mercy. 


   This forces us to examine our own response to Jesus and his miracle. More importantly, it challenges us to examine our commitment to people in serious need. Some Christians are like the Pharisees: always looking for some religiously justifiable way to avoid getting involved in other people’s problems. They secretly think that people who have a drug addiction, get an abortion, end up in prison, join the gay lifestyle, or contract AIDS are getting what they deserve, and therefore that they themselves are off the hook as far as getting personally involved. 


   But Christ calls us to have a heart of compassion, and as the Lord of the Sabbath, he has given us a day to show mercy. Sunday is also a day of worship, of course, and a day of rest, but it is not just a day to take things easy. It is a day for helping people in need, especially if we can get some of our rest on Saturday, as most Americans can. Norval Geldenhuys is right when he says: “Jesus’ words and actions teach us quite plainly that we should every Lord’s Day place ourselves wholly at His disposal to perform works of love and mercy wherever and in whatever way it may be possible. We may not consecrate the day of rest in a merely passive manner, but must be active in His service and thus through Him be of use to those who suffer and need help, spiritually as well as physically.”12


   The Lord’s day is for visiting the sick. It is for welcoming strangers, especially internationals. It is for helping people worship in the nursing home. It is for hosting the homeless to dinner. It is for giving fatherly care to orphans. It is for taking time to counsel friends who need encouragement. It is a day for giving all the service to God that we are unable to give the rest of the week. In addition to giving us a good day for rest and worship, the Lord has also given us a great day for the gospel—not just preaching it, but also practicing it through loving deeds of mercy. 


   There are great needs all around us. Thankfully, God has given us a day to help meet them. As John Calvin once said, referring to the urgent needs he saw around him in Geneva, “The city will be safe if God be truly and devoutly worshipped, and this is attested by the sanctification of the Sabbath.”13
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 THE CALLING OF THE TWELVE

   Luke 6:12–26
   


   And when day came, he called his disciples and chose from them twelve, whom he named apostles: Simon, whom he named Peter, and Andrew his brother, and James and John, and Philip, and Bartholomew, and Matthew, and Thomas, and James the son of Alphaeus, and Simon who was called the Zealot, and Judas the son of James, and Judas Iscariot, who became a traitor. (Luke 6:13–16) 


   The Bible does not give us many specifics about the architecture of heaven, but every splendid detail that it does give is full of spiritual significance. Consider what the book of Revelation says about the holy city of the New Jerusalem: “And the wall of the city had twelve foundations, and on them were the twelve names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb” (Rev. 21:14). 


   What a magnificent testimony this is to the ministry of the apostles! Their witness to the gospel—their message of salvation through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ—is the foundation of the church, because it is only by believing the apostolic message that sinners can be saved. As a monument to their ministry, God has inscribed the names of the apostles in heaven, writing them on the bedrock of his holy city. This was the destiny God had in mind for these men from the beginning, but in order to reach it, they first had to endure poverty, hunger, sorrow, and persecution. Like Jesus himself, and like every one of his disciples, they had to pass through suffering on their way to glory. 


   

   

 

UP ALL NIGHT 

   Jesus told these twelve men what to expect the very day that he called them to be apostles. He had many followers in those days, but to fulfill his mission to the world, he appointed a smaller number of men to serve as his messengers. Luke tells us, 


   In these days he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued in 	prayer to God. And when day came, he called his disciples and chose from them twelve, 	whom he named apostles: Simon, whom he named Peter, and Andrew his brother, and James 	and John, and Philip, and Bartholomew, and Matthew, and Thomas, and James the son 	of Alphaeus, and Simon who was called the Zealot, and Judas the son of James, and 	Judas Iscariot, who became a traitor. (Luke 6:12–16) 


   


   The ministry of these twelve men was central to God’s plan of salvation. First the apostles would spend several years with Jesus, learning to walk with him. At the end of their training they would witness his crucifixion and resurrection, which would show them for sure that Jesus was the Christ. Then they would go and preach the gospel to all nations, proclaiming the good news of salvation. 


   Since the apostles were the foundation for God’s work in the world, it was absolutely essential for Jesus to choose the right men. So he prayed. He prayed privately, going up into the mountains to have time alone with God. He prayed fervently, spending the whole night in prayer. And he prayed dependently, asking his Father to help him. Later Jesus would tell the apostles that they were given to him by the Father (John 17:6). As he called men to ministry, he called the men who were his Father’s choice. 


   This was even true of Judas, who ended up betraying Jesus. Luke’s list of apostles ends on an ominous note, foreshadowing treachery. But this does not mean that God made a mistake. On the contrary, the betrayal of Judas Iscariot was part of God’s plan for the death of his Son (see John 17:12), and thus for the salvation of the world. 


   The way that Jesus called the twelve proves the priority of prayer. This is the third time that Luke has mentioned Jesus going off somewhere to pray (cf. Luke 4:42; 5:16). As Hartley Coleridge wrote in one of his sonnets, 


    	He sought the mountain and the loneliest height,
 	For He would meet his Father all alone,
 	And there, with many a tear and many a groan,
 	He strove in prayer throughout the long, long night.


   


   The poet then asks why Jesus even needed to pray, and answers by reminding us of his incarnation: 


    	Why crave in prayer what was his own by might?
 	Vain is the question,—Christ was man in deed,
 	And being man, his duty was to pray.1


   


   From this example we learn our own great need for prayer. Like Jesus, we need to meet with our Father in the mountain places of intercession. We need to pray for God’s wisdom whenever we face a momentous decision, asking for his will to be done. We also need to pray for the work of the church, as Jesus did. His example shows us the priority of prayer in carrying forward the global work of the gospel. Prayer comes first. If Jesus began his mission with prayer, how can we expect to accomplish anything at all without it? We are never more like Jesus than when we get down on our knees to pray for people to go into the world and preach the gospel. 


   

   

 

ORDINARY PEOPLE 

   As surprising as it may be to see Jesus pray, it is even more surprising to see how his prayers were answered. The twelve men that Jesus called were not the men that most people would have chosen. Yet the apostles were called by God, and thus they were the answer to Jesus’ prayers. 


   An apostle is someone who is commissioned to carry a message or to perform an official duty on someone else’s behalf. The word comes from the Greek verb that means “to send” (apostellō). It is closely related to the Hebrew word shaliach, which at the time of Christ referred to an official representative in the Jewish community. By virtue of his commission, a shaliach had the authority to speak and to act for someone else. A modern example would be the power of attorney that authorizes a personal representative to sign legal documents, or the authority an ambassador has to sign a treaty for his country. Eventually the apostles would become Christ’s ambassadors, his personal representatives. After his ascension, they would speak and act in Jesus’ name—preaching the good news, performing miracles, and writing New Testament Gospels and Epistles. This was God’s strategy for spreading the gospel. 


   What qualified these men to serve as apostles? All of them were disciples. They were among the men and women who followed Jesus. But what distinguished them from the other disciples? They were not religious leaders. In all likelihood, they were not well educated, well connected, or well funded. On the contrary, people regarded them as “unschooled, ordinary men” (Acts 4:13 niv). All of them were poor—even Levi, who had left his lucrative tax business behind. It may seem rather surprising that these rather ordinary men became apostles. But they were called by God, and this was the secret of their success. What was important about them was not their credentials, but the calling they received by the sovereign election of God. “You did not choose me,” Jesus later said to them, “but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide” (John 15:16). 


   The calling of the apostles was unique. They and they alone were called to represent Jesus Christ as his official messengers. In effect, by ordaining these twelve men, God was establishing a new Israel. Just as the twelve sons of Jacob founded the Old Testament people of God, so also the apostles established the foundation for God’s new people in Christ. To this day, the church rests upon their ministry. We are “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets” (Eph. 2:20). And since a building can have only one foundation, their ministry is nonrepeatable. 


   Nevertheless, the calling of the twelve teaches us important things about our own service to Christ. We too have been called by God. Like the apostles, we have been called to faith in Jesus Christ. We have also been called—by name—to serve our Lord in some particular ministry or ministries. We do not choose our calling in the church; God chooses it for us. This principle is basic to all Christian ministry. 


   When God calls us, he also provides the gifts that we need to carry out our calling. The mission of Jesus was not limited by the resources the apostles already had in their possession. He would give them whatever they needed, including his Spirit, who was the real power at work in their ministry. Therefore, as the apostles took the gospel to the world, they did not have to rely on their own abilities, but on the enabling and equipping work of God. Oswald Chambers was right when he said: “God can achieve his purpose either through the absence of human power and resources, or the abandonment of reliance on them. All through history God has chosen and used nobodies, because their unusual dependence on him made possible the unique display of his power and grace. He chose and used somebodies only when they renounced dependence on their natural abilities and resources.”2


   Whether we are nobodies like the apostles when Jesus called them, or somebodies such as they became, we need to put our confidence in Christ alone, and not in ourselves, so that his Spirit can do the real work of our ministry. It is only by the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ that we are able to care for people in need, see them come to faith, and help them grow in godliness. 


   

   

 

THE ULTIMATE INTERNSHIP 

   As soon as Jesus called the apostles, he started showing them how to serve: “And he came down with them and stood on a level place, with a great crowd of his disciples and a great multitude of people from all Judea and Jerusalem and the seacoast of Tyre and Sidon, who came to hear him and to be healed of their diseases. And those who were troubled with unclean spirits were cured. And all the crowd sought to touch him, for power came out from him and healed them all” (Luke 6:17–19). 


   By now all of this is very familiar. Jesus kept gaining in popularity, so a great crowd gathered to hear him preach. Many identified themselves as his disciples, but others came from all parts of the country. They did not know what to think of Jesus yet, but they wanted to hear what he had to say. They also wanted to be healed. So Jesus cured their diseases and cast out their demons, healing everyone who could get close enough to touch him. By performing these miracles, he was demonstrating his power over evil and proving that he was the Christ. 


   Jesus was also showing his newly appointed apostles how to serve. They learned to carry out their calling by spending time with Jesus in ministry. Today we would call this an internship. Jesus started by letting the apostles observe his work firsthand. The next step was to give them simple opportunities to serve him in practical ways. Then he would encourage them to start exercising their gifts of preaching and healing. Eventually, he would send them all over the world as his gospel messengers. But it all began with personal discipleship in the context of mentored ministry. This is still the best pattern to follow in preparing for any form of service in the church. Watch and practice until God calls you into some more public form of ministry. And always spend time with Jesus, which today we do primarily through prayer and Bible study. 


   On the first day of their basic training, Jesus wanted to give the apostles a perspective on the Christian life that would help them know what to expect in ministry. Some of the things he says here are similar to things he said in his famous Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7). In fact, some scholars say that Matthew and Luke both describe the same sermon. But then they have to reconcile all the differences between the two accounts. One obvious difficulty is that whereas Matthew says that Jesus “went up on the mountain” (Matt. 5:1), Luke tells us that he “came down with them and stood on a level place” (Luke 6:17). Some scholars resolve this apparent discrepancy by saying that Jesus delivered his sermon on a plateau halfway up the mountain. But the real problem is that there are so many differences in content. A simpler explanation is that Jesus preached the same but slightly different sermon on more than one occasion, as most preachers do sometimes. Matthew gives us the Sermon on the Mount; Luke gives us the same sermon, only different—what Kent Hughes cleverly calls “The Sermon on the Level.”3


   As Jesus began to preach this sermon, he gave his disciples four blessings, followed by a tale of woe. He was drawing a contrast between two ways of life. There are blessings that come with godliness, and woes that come from worldliness. But what brings blessing or woe is almost exactly the opposite of what most people think. How can you tell that God is blessing you? The answer Jesus gives is totally unexpected. He takes the things that no one wants—poverty, hunger, sorrow, persecution—and says that they have his blessing. Then he takes the things that everyone wants—money, food, entertainment, popularity—and says that they will never satisfy. Jesus thus teaches his disciples to “prize what the world calls pitiable, and suspect what the world thinks desirable.”4


   

   

 

THE BEATITUDES 

   The first blessing is for the poor: “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” (Luke 6:20). This was the gospel that Jesus had promised to preach: “good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). Notice, however, that this benediction is not for everyone who is poor; it is specifically for poor Christians, because before he said these things, Jesus “lifted up his eyes on his disciples” (Luke 6:20). He was not pronouncing his blessing on humanity in general, but on his followers. He wanted them to know that in spite of their present poverty, they were in possession of an everlasting kingdom. 


   To understand the word “poor,” we need to start by taking it fairly literally. In Matthew, Jesus says, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3). But in keeping with his special concern for the down and out, Luke’s version is more literal: “Blessed are you who are poor” (Luke 6:20). Jesus wanted to encourage his people in financial hardship, perhaps especially if their hardships were related in some way to their service for him—as was the case for most of his disciples. J. C. Ryle comments: 


    	We must take good heed that we do not misunderstand our Lord’s meaning, when we read 	these expressions. We must not for a moment suppose that the mere fact of being poor, 	and hungry, and sorrowful, and hated by man, will entitle any one to lay claim to 	an interest in Christ’s blessing. The poverty here spoken of, is a poverty accompanied 	by grace. The want is a want entailed by faithful adherence to Jesus. The afflictions 	are the afflictions of the Gospel. The persecution is persecution for the Son of 	Man’s sake.5


   


   Unfortunately, there are always some people who think that the best way to measure God’s blessing is by looking at someone’s bank account. This is the error of the so-called prosperity gospel. In some African churches, a man is not considered ready for pastoral ministry until he becomes wealthy. Otherwise, the thinking goes, how will anyone know that he has God’s blessing? Some Americans must have the same attitude, because we are endlessly afflicted with health and wealth preaching, especially on television. 


   How tempting it is to rely on money, both for ministry and for our own personal happiness. But this way of counting our blessings is spiritually impoverished. Among other things, it fails to recognize the grace that God gives to the poor. Although poverty itself is not a blessing, people who are poor in Christ have God’s blessing. The whole kingdom of God belongs to them, with all of its spiritual riches in this life and unimaginable treasures in the life to come. But to receive these blessings, we have to admit our spiritual poverty and come to God for grace. According to Norval Geldenhuys, the blessing of God’s kingdom is for people “who do not seek their wealth and life in earthly things, but who acknowledge their own poverty and come to Him to seek real life. Where outward poverty leads anyone to realize his utter dependence on God and to walk humbly with his Lord, such a person will be blessed—in measure even in this life, and more abundantly in the next, he may expect rich and glorious fullness of spiritual life and joy.”6


   Jesus also blessed the hungry—a second beatitude—saying, “Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you shall be satisfied” (Luke 6:21). In its most literal sense, this promise is closely connected to the first one. The same God who provides for the poor feeds the hungry. But we can also take the second beatitude in a more spiritual sense, as a hunger for God and his grace. This was the craving that the psalmist felt when he said, “O God, my soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for you, as in a dry and weary land where there is no water” (Ps. 63:1; cf. 42:1–2). 


   We were made with a spiritual hunger for truth, an unfulfilled longing for eternity, and a desperate craving for the love that is at the heart of the universe. Only God can satisfy, and Jesus has promised that his disciples will be filled. We will drink deeply from the fountains of his grace. We will eat richly from the banquet of his Word. We will find our satisfaction in him. 


   We will also find our joy in Jesus, for he has promised us laughter. This is the third beatitude: “Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh” (Luke 6:21). Here Jesus refers to all the sorrows that we suffer in a fallen world. We weep for our sins, repenting of all the wrong that we have done. We weep for the sins of others, lamenting the dishonor they do to God. We weep for the sins of our society, knowing that we ourselves are implicated in their iniquity. We weep for the lost, praying that God will rescue them. We weep for those who suffer, grieving over all the natural disasters, armed conflicts, and social injustices that happen every day. And we weep for the loved ones that we have lost, knowing that they are gone and will not return. 


   There are times when life is so full of sorrow that we wonder if we will ever laugh again. But as we weep, we hold on to this promise, that godly sorrow will turn to joy. One day God will take away our sinful nature, and we will never sin again. One day he will right every wrong and gather his people into his eternal city. One day all our sufferings and sorrows will come to an end. What laughter will ring through heaven then! As we stand in the golden city, reveling in the surprise of our redemption—the sudden realization that all our hopes have come true—we will burst into the everlasting laughter of joy. 


   The people who laugh loudest and longest will be the ones who suffered most for their faith. The fourth and final beatitude is for the persecuted church: “Blessed are you when people hate you and when they exclude you and revile you and spurn your name as evil, on account of the Son of Man! Rejoice in that day, and leap for joy, for behold, your reward is great in heaven; for so their fathers did to the prophets” (Luke 6:22–23). 


   Here Jesus is speaking about one particular kind of suffering: suffering for the sake of the gospel. He is speaking most specifically to his apostles, all of whom suffered violent persecution and most of whom died horrific deaths at the hands of their enemies. This was all for Jesus’ sake. They were hated, excluded, reviled, and spurned, and in a way, this was the proof of their discipleship. To follow Jesus is to share in his sufferings. Dietrich Bonhoeffer went so far as to say: 


    	Suffering, then, is the badge of true discipleship. The disciple is not above his 	master . . . that is why Luther reckoned suffering among the marks of the true church, 	and one of the memoranda drawn up in preparation for the Augsburg Confession similarly 	defines the church as the community of those “who are persecuted and martyred for 	the Gospel’s sake.” . . . Discipleship means allegiance to the suffering Christ, 	and it is therefore not at all surprising that Christians should be called upon 	to suffer. In fact, it is a joy and a token of His grace.7


   


   Bonhoeffer was right when he called this a joy, because Jesus told his apostles to rejoice in their sufferings. He did so for this reason: they would have great reward in heaven—a promise fulfilled in the foundations of the new Jerusalem, where their names are written in glory. The apostles must have taken this promise to heart, because in his later writing Luke tells us that when the apostles were beaten by the Sanhedrin, “they left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name” (Acts 5:41). 


   This joy is not for the apostles only, but for everyone who is persecuted for Jesus’ sake. At the beginning of 2004, thirty-six Chinese missionaries were commissioned to take the gospel westwards. Their goal was to make it all the way from China to Jerusalem, planting churches along the way and reaching some of the most unreached people in the world. All of these missionaries had already suffered at the hands of China’s communist government. Most of them were likely to suffer again, as they traveled through Muslim lands. But they began their journey with rejoicing, hoping for an eternal reward. 


   What are you suffering for Jesus? As we live for Christ, we may well have struggles in our families, receive disparaging comments in our communities, and face difficulties in our work or ministry. But whatever we suffer, if it is because of our faith in Jesus Christ, then we can rejoice in the hope of a great reward. God will bless us in the highest courts of heaven. 


   

   

 

THE WOES OF THE WORLD 

   Most people say they want God to bless them, but how many people really want to live the kind of Christ-centered life that God has promised to bless? Most people do not want to be poor; they want to get rich. They do not want to go hungry; they want to get stuffed. They do not want to weep; they want to crack jokes. They do not want to get persecuted; they want to be popular. But Jesus said: “Woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation. Woe to you who are full now, for you shall be hungry. Woe to you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep. Woe to you, when all people speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the false prophets” (Luke 6:24–26). 


   When Jesus spoke about woe, he was not warning people about judgment, but expressing his sense of sadness over the way that they were living. The Greek word for woe (ouai) is more a word of lamentation than of condemnation. According to Leon Morris, it means something “like ‘Alas’ (NEB) or ‘How terrible’ (TEV). It is an expression of regret and compassion.”8 Jesus saw how tragic it was for people to live their own way rather than God’s way, which is the only way of blessing. 


   Some people want to get rich. Jesus was not speaking about everyone who has money, because there are some godly rich people in the Bible. Rather, he is speaking about people “who seek their life and happiness only or primarily in material things, who do not realize their souls’ need and do not acknowledge their dependence on God.”9 They are all about gaining more financial security and enjoying “the finer things in life.” But if that is what they are living for, that is all the comfort they will ever get! As Jesus said, they have received their “consolation,” and the verb he used for receiving (apechō) “is one often used in receipts with a meaning like ‘Paid in full.’”10 Jesus was warning people that money is a temporary blessing at best. It does not last forever, so rich people had better enjoy it while they can. To put it another way, earthly treasure always turns out to be a bad investment. 


   It is much better for us to recognize our true spiritual poverty and put all our stock in the kingdom of God. Consider the epitaph of Thomas Lowes, who is buried in Holyrood Abbey in Edinburgh: 


    	One instance among thousands of the uncertainty of human life and the instability 	of earthly possessions and enjoyments. Born to ample property, he for several years 	experienced a distressing reverse of fortune, and no sooner was he restored to his 	former affluence than it pleased Divine Providence to withdraw this together with 	his life. READER, be thou taught by this to seek those riches which never can fail 	and those pleasures which are at God’s right hand for evermore: the gracious gift 	of God, and to be enjoyed through faith in Jesus Christ our Saviour.11


   


   Jesus pronounced his second woe on people who are full, which is the opposite of being hungry. Someone who is full is already satisfied. Here Jesus seems to be speaking about people who are spiritually complacent. They do not have much of an appetite for God. They do not crave fellowship with Jesus Christ through prayer and Bible study. They feel satisfied, as if spiritually they have gone far enough already. They do not want to do anything too radical, or go outside their comfort zone. 


   This unhappy condition may be illustrated by telling the story of a duck who was flying across Europe in springtime. Along the way, the duck settled in a barnyard where tame ducks were fed corn every day. He intended to stay for only an hour, but there was so much good food that he decided to stay for the day, then a week, and finally the whole summer. Next autumn he heard a flock of wild ducks pass overhead. When he heard their wild call, he flapped his wings and rose to join them. But by this time he was so fat, that no matter how much he struggled, he failed to get any higher than the roof of the barn. So he dropped back to the ground and settled in for the winter. The next time the duck heard the call of the wild, he lifted his head excitedly, but he couldn’t even get off the ground. Eventually he grew so satisfied with his life in the barnyard that he didn’t notice the wild ducks at all.12


   The same thing can happen to anyone who starts gorging on what the world has to offer. You may fully intend to take off and fly again with the people of God. But you decide to stay a little longer and taste the sweet corn of ungodliness. For a while you are still willing to go to church and hear what God has to say, but eventually you decide that it is hardly worth the effort. The irony is that people who feel that they are full actually go hungry. People who do not have a craving for God do not feed on his Word. Soon they go starving for lack of fellowship with him. 


   Jesus knew that some people never do get serious about spiritual things. So he said, “Woe to you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep” (Luke 6:25). Not that God has anything against laughter. He invented it, after all, and Jesus said a lot of things that were quite funny, including some things right here in Luke 6. But his concern was people who live only for the laughs. They are silly, shallow, and superficial, even when it is time to get serious. Whenever anyone speaks to them about spiritual things, they laugh it off with a joke. They mock God, scorning his Word and ridiculing his followers. What a sad way this is to live, because people who never get serious about Jesus will never inherit eternal life. For them there will only be “weeping and gnashing of teeth” (e.g., Luke 13:28). 


   The last woe is for people who try to be popular: “Woe to you, when all people speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the false prophets” (Luke 6:26). Not that it is wrong for people to speak well of us. In fact, God wants us to have a good reputation with outsiders (e.g., 1 Tim. 3:7). But he does not want us to be people-pleasers. We cannot please everyone, after all, and the real danger comes when all people speak well of us. This is true for us both as individual Christians and as a church. Some churches try to please everyone, but as J. C. Ryle rightly observed, “To be universally popular is a most unsatisfactory symptom, and one of which a minister of Christ should always be afraid. It may well make him doubt whether he is faithfully doing his duty, and honestly declaring all the counsel of God.”13 If we are living like Jesus, then there are bound to be some people who will not speak well of us, any more than they speak well of him. We will be hated, and reviled, and all the rest of it. We should not be dismayed by this, but rejoice to suffer for Jesus’ sake. 


   By pronouncing these blessings and woes, Jesus was doing something that Puritan preachers used to call “dividing the audience.” In other words, he was putting his listeners into two categories. In the process, he was forcing them to choose which kind of life they wanted to lead. We have to make the same choice. Do I want to have God’s blessing, or do I want to follow the way of the world, with all of the woe it will bring me in the end? Which kind of life am I leading right now? 


   One way to answer these questions is to look at Luke 6 and see which list comes closer to describing the way that we live. Are we willing to be poor, sad, and persecuted for Jesus, or are we trying to be rich, happy, and popular? We say that we want the world to know Christ, but often we spend our time trying to be more like the world. Nobody wants to be poor. Nobody wants to be hungry. Nobody wants to be full of sorrow. Nobody wants to be rejected. But we have a Savior who was poor and hungry—a man of sorrows who was rejected unto death for our salvation. And when we learn to suffer for his sake, we will have his blessing. 
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 THE HARDEST COMMANDMENT

   Luke 6:27–36
   


   “But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.” (Luke 6:27–28) 


   Most of us find it hard enough to love our friends. Our desire for self-protection and self-advancement is so strong that often we fail to love the people we say we love as well as we should. We are willing to help our family and friends up to a point, but we have our limits. We want to give them loving service, but at the same time we are desperate to safeguard our time, our money, our emotional energy. We do not have the constant, compassionate, sacrificial love of Christ. But if we do not even love our friends very well, how could we ever love our enemies? 


   Ernest Gordon wrestled with this question during World War II while he was suffering in the infamous Japanese work camp on the River Kwai. Harsh conditions brought Gordon to the verge of death. Finally, he writes, 


    	I was headed for the Death House. I was so ill that I didn’t much care. But I was 	hardly prepared for what I found there. The Death House had been built at one of 	the lowest points of the camp. The monsoon was on, and, as a result, the floor of 	the hut was a sea of mud. And there were the smells: tropical ulcers eating into 	flesh and bone; latrines overflowed; unwashed men, untended men, sick men, humanity 	gone sour, humanity rotting. . . . The last shreds of my numbed sensibilities rebelled 	against my surroundings—against the bed-bugs, the lice, the stenches, the blood-mucous-excrementstained 	sleeping platforms, the dying and the dead bed-mates, the victory of corruption. 	This was the lowest level of life.1


   


   In the providence of God, and through the compassion of his army buddies, Gordon did not die, but survived. More than that, he and many of the other men in his camp came to faith in Jesus Christ. They learned to love each other. Yet they still found it impossible to love their enemies. As Gordon writes: “We had learned from the gospels that Jesus had his enemies just as we had ours. But there was this difference: he loved his enemies. He prayed for them. Even as the nails were being hammered through his hands and feet, he cried out, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’ We hated our enemies. We could see how wonderful it was that Jesus forgave in this way. Yet for us to do the same seemed beyond our attainment.”2


   

   

 

LOVE YOUR ENEMIES 

   Whether it seems beyond our attainment or not, Jesus calls us to love our enemies. This is the hard commandment he gave his disciples—maybe the hardest one of all: “But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies” (Luke 6:27). 


   The context for this commandment is significant. Jesus had just called twelve men to be his apostles. These were the divinely appointed ambassadors who would preach his gospel to the world. But no sooner had he called them than he began to teach them what it would mean to follow him. Jesus pronounced four blessings on his apostles, and on everyone who would suffer for his sake. They would have to endure poverty, hunger, sorrow, and persecution, but in their suffering they would know his blessing. Jesus also pronounced four woes against self-satisfied people who were living for the pleasures of the moment and thought they could do without God. According to Jesus, therefore, there are two kinds of people: people who suffer for his sake and have his blessing, and people who live for themselves and will come to an unhappy end. But how should the first group relate to the second group? In other words, how should the true disciples of Jesus Christ respond to people who persecute them? 


   The natural response would be to hate them and to hurt them, or, at the very least, to stay away from them. This attitude was common among the pagan philosophers. Lysias wrote: “I consider it established that one should do harm to one’s enemies and be of service to one’s friends.”3 But this attitude was equally common among the people of God. According to Leviticus, “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (Lev. 19:18). Yet at the time of Christ, many rabbis taught that this verse applied only to relationships within the community of faith (“your own people”). There were limits to brotherly love. The only people who counted as neighbors were fellow Jews. God’s people had to love their friends, but not their enemies. 


   Like the rabbis, we are tempted to think of love as something we owe only to our friends. But Jesus says, “Love your enemies” (Luke 6:27). This is a harder commandment, based on a more powerful love. Leon Morris comments: “There are several words for love in Greek. Jesus was not asking for storgē, natural affection, nor for erōs, romantic love, nor for philia, the love of friendship. He was speaking of agapē, which means love even of the unworthy, love which is not drawn out by merit in the beloved but which proceeds from the fact that the lover chooses to be a loving person.”4


   Agapē is different from all other loves. Unlike storgē, it is unnatural—it comes only by the supernatural work of God the Holy Spirit. Unlike erōs, agapē is not romantic. It is not the kind of love that anyone ever “falls into.” Rather, it is the kind of love that disciples choose as part of their obedience to Christ. And unlike philia, agapē is not for friends only; it is also for enemies. Jesus called his disciples to show a deliberate affection that was not based on what people deserved, but on the grace of God. 


   We all have our enemies. Some of them are public: the greedy company that takes advantage of its employees; the unscrupulous politician who introduces ungodly legislation; the reckless driver who injures an innocent bystander; the dictator who persecutes the church; the terrorist who brings war and destruction. But others are more personal, like the demeaning boss, the scheming co-worker, the angry neighbor, the hostile spouse, or the former friend who has grown distant because of a disagreement. Who is your enemy? This is an important question to answer, because whoever your enemy is, he or she is the person Christ is calling you to love. 


   

   

 

HOW DO I LOVE THEE? 

   Rather than speaking in general terms, Jesus gave his disciples specific instructions for loving their enemies. He took the same approach that Elizabeth Barrett Browning later took in her famous sonnet: “How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.” Jesus knew that love is not simply a matter of what we think or feel, but also of the practical things we do. So he counted the ways that we can love our enemies: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (Luke 6:27–28). 


   There is a progression here. To “do good to those who hate” is to love with our actions, doing good to those who do us wrong. To “bless those who curse” is to love with our speech, using gentle words of grace when people speak to us in anger. To “pray for those who abuse” is to love with our hearts, asking God to rescue from sin the people who hurt us. Together our words, actions, and prayers form a powerful response to the hatred of our enemies. Rather than giving in to their evil by making an angry response, we triumph over evil with good. 


   I first learned this lesson when I was working at Burger King in high school. The working environment there was toxic (I refer to the workers, not the food). The shift leader made demeaning comments to her fellow workers. The manager was so abusive that one of the other managers ended up walking off the job. He was the kind of man who never told his employees what to do, or how, but then yelled at them for failing to do it. At first I hated working for these people; in a way, they were my enemies. But within several weeks God gave me the grace to pray that I would learn how to love them. I began to do good to them, finding extra ways to serve them. I began to bless them, speaking words of encouragement. I began to pray for them, asking God to show them his love. By the grace of God, the change was dramatic, not simply in my own attitude, and in my relationships with people I found it hard to love, but in the whole workplace. 


   One way to test whether we are keeping the hard commandment to love our enemies is to work through the list that Jesus gave his disciples. What good have I done for my enemy? What words of blessing have I spoken? What prayers of intercession have I offered? Ordinarily this is how the transformation starts: through prayer. We cannot long continue to hate someone we are constantly bringing before God’s throne of grace. As we pray we begin to recognize that our enemies need the same things we need: forgiveness for sin and the power to lead a holy life. This gives us more sympathy for their situation, enabling us to love. 


   It seems significant that we are called to pray for our abusers rather than to do good to them. Some forms of abuse—especially physical violence—are too dangerous to endure. In such cases, we have a God-given responsibility to protect and preserve life, including our own. We need to be wise in our response to evil, and there are times when loving our enemies—including, in severe cases, within our own families—means praying for them at a safe distance. But we must continue to pray, because there is no form of hostility that excuses us from Christ’s command to love our enemies. 


   

   

 

LET ME COUNT THE WAYS 

   How else can we love our enemies? Jesus continued to count the ways: “To one who strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also” (Luke 6:29). At first this may seem to contradict what we have just said about self-protection. In fact, some people have understood this verse to mean that when we suffer physical abuse—such as a wife may suffer from her husband, or a child may suffer from a bully at school—we have to keep taking it. 


   This interpretation is wrong for many reasons. Obviously, Jesus is not teaching that we should allow evil to have its way. We have a God-given responsibility to make sure that physical violence is dealt with by the proper authorities in the home, at work, or in the church. There is a striking example in the Gospel of John, where Jesus rebukes the priests for hitting him without cause (John 18:22–23). This too is love, as long as love is our real motivation. By caring enough to confront, we may help an abuser to recognize his sin and repent. In some situations, we may also have a responsibility to bring violence to the attention of the police. John MacArthur comments: 


    	The turn-the-other-cheek rule cannot be meant to keep civil government from punishing 	evildoers. To apply these principles in the civil arena would be to surrender society 	to chaos. Civil government is ordained by God precisely “for the punishment of evildoers 	and the praise of those who do right” (1 Pet. 2:13–14; cf. Rom. 13:4). Justice obligates 	us both to uphold the law and to insist that others do so as well. Reporting crime 	is both a civic responsibility and an act of compassion. To excuse or help cover 	up the wrongdoing of others is an act of wicked complicity with evil. To fail to 	protect the innocent is itself a serious evil.5


   


   But if turning the other cheek does not mean accepting physical abuse, then what does it mean? As always, it helps to know the context. Jesus had just told his disciples that they would be persecuted for their faith (Luke 6:22–23). This is still the context for verses 27 to 29: the apostles would face suffering as followers of Christ, and they would have to endure it without fighting back. But there is also the cultural context to consider. In those days, striking someone’s cheek was more an insult than an act of violence. As Darrell Bock explains, “The religious context makes it likely that a slap is intended and that an insult is in view. An ancient slap usually involved the back of the hand and may picture public rejection from the synagogue. . . . Such striking is really an abuse of power and a misuse of personal authority. Nevertheless, one is not to fight back in kind, but remain vulnerable to the insult again.”6


   The point is that we should be willing to suffer humiliation again and again for Christ. Rather than retaliating, or taking some form of revenge, we should endure insults with peace and patience, as Jesus did: “When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly” (1 Peter 2:23). Sometimes the attacks that we face come from people at work. Sometimes neighbors make snide remarks about our involvement in the church. Sometimes friends pressure us to compromise our commitment to Christ. Sometimes family members try to discourage us from walking in the path of radical obedience. But no matter what forms of opposition we face, Christ calls us to keep reaching out to our enemies—even if it means that we might get hurt again. 


   Up to this point, Jesus has been talking about attacks against the dignity of our person, but in loving our enemies, we may also suffer the loss of our property. Jesus said, “from one who takes away your cloak do not withhold your tunic either. Give to everyone who begs from you, and from one who takes away your goods do not demand them back” (Luke 6:29–30). 


   Here Jesus calls us to have a giving spirit that is more concerned about the needs of other people than about the protection of our own property. A cloak was an outer garment, like an overcoat; a tunic was an inner garment, like a shirt. Jesus was saying that if someone is desperate enough to take your coat, let him have the shirt off your back, too. Obviously, this is just one example. The principle is that even if people mistreat us, we should give them above and beyond what they need, to the point of making a real sacrifice. This is the attitude we should take in helping our family members, in reaching out to people in our community, and in supporting the worldwide work of the church. 


   It is also the attitude we should take towards the poor. Jesus told his disciples to give to anyone who asks. The word at the beginning of verse 30 is not “beg,” actually, but “ask” (aitounti). Jesus was not talking about giving money to panhandlers, or to people who will use it for an evil purpose, but about people with legitimate material needs. We should give them whatever they need, without demanding anything in return. At the end of verse 30 the context is not so much stealing as it is borrowing. Some people borrow things without ever giving them back. But rather than making them pay, we should be ready to forgive their debts. As disciples of Jesus Christ, the question for us is always “What can I give?” and never “What will I get in return?” 


   What is Jesus calling you to give? What has someone taken that he is calling you to let go? Some Christians are so concerned about somebody taking advantage of them that they never give anything to anyone. But Jesus calls us to err on the side of generosity. Of course there are limits to what we can give, and there are times when it is not loving to give, because giving will foster an unhealthy dependency. But love is what must decide—not love for ourselves and our possessions, but love for others and what they truly need. Even when it comes to our enemies, we should not look to hold on to what we have, but give it away as a demonstration of Christian love. Leon Morris summarizes by saying: “If Christians took this [command] absolutely literally there would soon be a class of saintly paupers, owning nothing, and another of prosperous idlers and thieves. It is not this that Jesus is seeking, but a readiness among his followers to give and give and give. The Christian should never refrain from giving out of a love for his possessions.”7


   

   

 

THE REASON BEHIND THE GOLDEN RULE 

   Everything Jesus has been saying about loving our enemies is summarized in a famous statement that is usually called “The Golden Rule”: “As you wish that others would do to you, do so to them” (Luke 6:31). 


   Some people think that this good old golden rule is hopelessly old-fashioned, but like everything else that Jesus said, it is as relevant today as it was the day that he said it. It is relevant for every situation in life. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. This is a good rule to follow on the playground when kids are having trouble getting along. It is a good rule to follow at home when it comes to things like picking up clothes and putting away the toothpaste. It is a good rule to follow when merging in heavy traffic, or sharing an office, or resolving a dispute with a neighbor. Obviously, Jesus could not give specific instructions for any and every situation that anyone would ever face. But here is a rule to live by: one golden rule for all of life. 


   The Golden Rule is more than relevant, however; it is also radical. There were other teachers who gave similar counsel, but as far as we know, they always put it in the negative: “Don’t do unto others what you don’t want them to do to you.” This was not a law of love; it was merely a law of nonhatred. But Jesus said something more positive and, at the same time, more demanding: “As you wish that others would do to you, do so to them” (Luke 6:31). It is not simply not doing certain things that he is after, but doing everything we can to bless others. And not just our friends, either. The Golden Rule is for our enemies as well. We are called to treat people the way we want them to treat us, even if we are fairly sure they are still going to treat us the way that we don’t want to be treated! 


   This is very different from the rule that most people follow. It is not what we typically see when businessmen are trying to close a deal, or when a husband and wife are having an argument, or when siblings are jockeying for position in the back seat of the minivan. The usual rule is more like, “Do whatever you can get away with,” or “Do unto others what you have to do to get what you want out of them.” 


   But Jesus said, “Do unto others what you would have them do to you, even if they are your enemies.” Jesus said this for a reason: only this kind of love reveals the power of his grace. Most people are able to love the people who love them, at least to some extent. But who is able to love the people who hate them? Only someone whose life has been touched by the grace of a God who loved his enemies so much that he sent his Son to die for their sins. The very idea of loving our enemies takes us right to the heart of the gospel. 


   To show the difference between his love and our love, Jesus gave a series of three comparisons: “If you love those who love you, what benefit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what benefit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. And if you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to get back the same amount” (Luke 6:32–34). 


   In each case, help is offered on the assumption of reciprocity. Almost anyone can offer this kind of love, because ultimately it is based on selfinterest. Most people are willing to love people who love them in return. This is the kind of love that Philadelphia (the so-called City of Brotherly Love) advertises in its slogan, “The City That Loves You Back.” Most people are also willing to do good to people who return the favor. As the saying goes, “I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine.” They may even be willing to let people borrow their stuff, as long as they are sure they will get it back. It is always “tit for tat”—a quid pro quo. But what kind of love is that? 


   The love Christ calls us to show is more radical. It is not only for friends; it is also for enemies. It is not limited to people who love you, help you, and repay you, but extends to people who hate you, curse you, and abuse you. This is because it is not based on self-interest. Rather, it comes from the love that we ourselves have received from God, and now have the grace to give to others. It is a selfless, unselfish love, and the best way to prove this is by offering it to people who do not even deserve it. One of the main ways that people will come to know the infinite love of God is to see us showing it to people that nobody else would love. 


   

   

 

LOVING THE WAY THAT GOD LOVES 

   Jesus taught his disciples to love this way because this is the way that God loves. So when we love our enemies, we show that we are God’s true children. The family resemblance is unmistakable. Jesus said, “But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:35–36). 


   God is love. It is his very character to show kindness and mercy, and more specifically, to show these virtues to his enemies. God shows kindness to evil, ungrateful people every day. He does it by giving us life and strength. He does it by sustaining the glorious universe where we live. He does it by sending rain from heaven, which he showers on the godly and the ungodly alike (Matt. 5:45). But God has shown his love supremely in sending his Son to die for the very people who hated him and rebelled against him. Salvation comes from the enemy-loving heart of God, who reconciles sinners—yes, sinners—to himself. The Bible says, “while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son” (Rom. 5:10). 


   This amazing love is not just the love of the Father, but also of the Son. When it comes to the love of God, it is “like Father, like Son.” Jesus proved this in his sufferings and death, when he endured the very things that he told his disciples they would have to endure, yet still love their enemies (see Luke 6:27–30). As Luke will show us later in his Gospel, Jesus was hated. He was hated by Judas, by the Pharisees, and by the people who demanded his crucifixion. Jesus was cursed—cursed by the false witnesses who testified against him, the soldiers who mocked him, and the governor who sentenced him to die a God-forsaken death. Jesus was abused. He was abused by the priests who whipped him, the soldiers who hung him up to die, and all the people who swore at him while he was dying on the cross. His enemies struck him on the cheek, and struck him again, insulting his true identity as the Son of God. They took away both his cloak and his tunic, leaving him to die naked. They stripped him of everything he had, down to his dignity. 


   What did Jesus demand from his enemies in return? Nothing except the opportunity to give his life for their sins. As he was dying on the cross, suffering at the hands of his enemies, Jesus was showing them his love—the very kind of love he called his disciples to show: “unselfish, disinterested, and uninfluenced by any hope of return.”8 Jesus was doing good to those who hated him, suffering the punishment they deserved for their sins. He was blessing those who cursed him, offering salvation to the thief on the cross. He was praying for those who abused him, saying, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). 


   This is where we learn to love our enemies: at the cross, where we were the enemies that Jesus died to forgive. Surely this is one of the reasons why Jesus gave us such a hard commandment. It is not a commandment that we could ever keep out of the strength of our own love. In order to keep it, we have to stay close to the cross, holding on to the love we know that Jesus showed us there. God has called us to love our enemies so that we can see the sin of our own loveless hearts and learn the true power of the love that comes from him. Jesus lived the love that he commanded, and now he gives the love that he lived. As Ambrose observed, writing in the fourth century, the gospel gives us “love for hostility, benevolence for hatred, prayer for curses, help for the persecuted, patience for the hungry and grace of reward.”9 It is only by the cross that we are able to be like Christ to our enemies—loving them without demanding anything in return. 


   Eventually, Ernest Gordon learned how to show this kind of love to his enemies, the Japanese. After the war ended, Gordon and the other POWs from the River Kwai made their long, slow way back to Britain, traveling through Asia by train. Along the way, they ended up in a rail yard next to a train full of wounded Japanese soldiers. Gordon describes their pitiable condition: “They were in a shocking state; I have never seen men filthier. Their uniforms were encrusted with mud, blood and excrement. Their wounds, sorely inflamed and full of pus, crawled with maggots. . . . The wounded men looked at us forlornly as they sat with their heads resting against the carriages waiting fatalistically for death. They were the refuse of war; there was nowhere to go and no one to care for them. These were the enemy.” 


   Gordon tells how he and some other soldiers responded: “Without a word, most of the officers in my section unbuckled their packs, took out part of their ration and a rag or two, and, with water canteens in their hands went over to the Japanese train to help them. . . . We . . . knelt by the side of the enemy to give them food and water, to clean and bind up their wounds, to smile and say a kind word.” But not everyone was pleased with this remarkable display of compassion. One Allied officer said, “What bloody fools you all are! Don’t you realize that those are the enemy?”10 Of course the officers realized it: that was exactly the point! The dying soldiers were the enemy, and for that very reason, Gordon and his friends were called to love them and do good to them. 


   They learned to give this kind of love from the same place where we can learn to give it: at the cross of Jesus Christ. The Savior who died for us there now calls us to give his love to others, including the people who hate us. Who are the enemies that God is calling you to love? Do good to them. Bless them and pray for them. Show them the love of God in Christ. 
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 YOUR LOG, MY SPLINTER

   Luke 6:37–42
   


   “How can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me take out the speck that is in your eye,’ when you yourself do not see the log that is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take out the speck that is in your brother’s eye.” (Luke 6:42) 


   One of the many privileges of pastoral ministry is receiving correspondence that indicates—usually in no uncertain terms—one’s failings as a pastor. This is a privilege because it promotes humility. When a pastor receives criticism, it is a reminder that whatever good he accomplishes in ministry is only by the grace of God. He is able to serve Jesus Christ in spite of himself, not because of himself. 


   As valuable as it can be, some criticism is easier to take than others. On one memorable occasion I received an unpleasant letter, written—as I recall—to complain about something I had said on the radio. Thankfully, I can recall neither the content of the letter nor the person who sent it. What I can remember is the tone, which was uncharitable and unkind. I can also remember the letter’s conclusion. As my critic feverishly grasped for words adequate to characterize my offense, he finally said, “Why don’t you take the log out of your own eye before taking the splinter out of someone else!” 


   At this point I had to laugh, because it seemed like my correspondent was doing the very thing that he was telling me not to do: he was trying to take the splinter out of my eye, but the log of his animosity kept getting in the way. But then this is how it always seems to us. The really obvious transgressions are the ones that other people commit, while our own sins seem small and insignificant by comparison. It is always “your log, but my splinter.” 


   

   

 

JUDGE NOT 

   As disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ, we are called to see clearly and judge rightly, so that we can give people good spiritual care. To that end, Jesus has given us clear commands about how to respond to other people’s sin, while always remembering that we ourselves are among the sinners. 


   Jesus gave these commands as part of his “sermon on the plain” in Luke 6. He had just finished telling his disciples how to love their enemies by offering mercy and grace to the very people who treated them with persecution and abuse. In verses 37 and following, Jesus continues talking about a godly response to sin: “Judge not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you will not be condemned; forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. Good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap. For with the measure you use it will be measured back to you” (Luke 6:37–38). 


   Like many things that Jesus said, these verses are often misunderstood, especially the opening command, which is one of the few Bible verses that non-Christians still seem to know: “Judge not, lest ye be judged.” No doubt this is because our culture considers judging people to be one of the ultimate sins. Nobody likes to be judged. People prefer to set their own standards, and to adjust them as they go, so that they never fail to meet them. The last thing they want is to have someone else telling them what to do. Sometimes they use this verse to tell other people to leave them alone—especially Christians. “Judge not,” they say, “or you will be judged.” 


   When Jesus said this, he did not mean that we are never called to render judgment. There are many life situations that demand a decision. Parents are called to make judgments when their children have a conflict. Teachers assess their students, managers evaluate their employees, elders decide cases of discipline in the church, and judges render verdicts in courts of law. The rest of the Bible makes it clear that “Judge not” is not a prohibition against any and every form of judgment. Whenever we are called to make moral or theological decisions, it is irresponsible for us not to judge. 


   There are also times when we are not called to make judgments, and this may be part of what Jesus means. Sometimes it is not our place to judge. The basketball team at Oxford University used to wear T-shirts that said, “Know your role.” In other words, play your position. The point guard needs to pass, the center needs to rebound, and the shooters need to score. The same principle is a good one to apply when it comes to making judgments. We all have our opinions about what people ought to do, or how they ought to be treated. But before making any judgments, we need to consider whether it is really our place to judge. We need to ask ourselves what our role is. If it is not our place to judge—as it often isn’t—then we should keep our opinions to ourselves. Otherwise, we run the risk of overstepping our bounds, or even putting ourselves in the place of God, who alone has the right to judge. 


   There are times when we have to judge (e.g., John 7:24), and times when we should not judge at all, but Jesus is mainly concerned about the attitude of our hearts. When he tells us not to judge, he is telling us not to treat people unfairly or unjustly in the court of our own opinion. In a word, we must not be judgmental. A judgmental person is someone who reaches unjust conclusions about someone else’s motives. He or she is quick to criticize—usually putting things in the worst possible light—but slow to forgive. Someone who is judgmental also lacks any sense of proportion. Small offenses receive the same angry response that ought to be reserved for the most egregious sins. This is what Jesus is warning against: “a judgmental and censorious perspective toward others that holds them down in guilt and never seeks to encourage them toward God,” or “evaluating others with such a harshness that the result is an unforgiving attitude and an approach that ceases to hold out hope as if someone is beyond God’s reach.”1


   Instead, we are called to forgive others and offer them generous grace. Here Jesus draws a contrast between two attitudes of the heart. One is judging and condemning; the other is giving and forgiving. Most people are quick to criticize and slow to give other people room to grow, but Jesus calls us to have an attitude of open acceptance. This is the attitude that he himself took in laying down his life for our sins. Now, in the same way that he has forgiven us, he calls us to forgive others. Eric Wright says, “A forgiving person is one who, out of a profound sense of being personally forgiven a great debt by God, is quick to ask forgiveness from another, who repudiates anger, bitterness and a desire for revenge to initiate a loving approach to whoever may have hurt him or her, and who offers to freely forgive and forget the injury caused, with the hope that reconciliation may be achieved.”2


   Who is the person that you need to forgive? And what is the offense that needs to be forgiven? To offer forgiveness is to prove that we ourselves have been forgiven, because it shows the grace of God working in our hearts with power. 


   Jesus calls his disciples to do more than simply forgive, however; he also calls us to give. It is one thing to forgive people for what they have done to us, but it is another thing to go one step farther and do something to bless them. This is what Jesus has done for us. He has forgiven our sins through the cross, but more than that, he has granted us the free gift of everlasting life. Now he calls us to give the people who wrong us more grace than they deserve. 


   One woman who offered more grace was the victim of a horrible crime: 


    	A Turkish officer raided and looted an Armenian home. He killed the aged parents 	and gave the daughters to the soldiers, keeping the eldest daughter for himself. 	Some time later she escaped and trained as a nurse. As time passed, she found herself 	nursing in a ward of Turkish officers. One night, by the light of a lantern, she 	saw the face of this officer. He was so gravely ill that without exceptional nursing 	he would die. The days passed, and he recovered. One day, the doctor stood by the 	bed with her and said to him, “But for her devotion to you, you would be dead.” He 	looked at her and said, “We have met before, haven’t we?” “Yes,” she said, “we have 	met before.” “Why didn’t you kill me?” he asked. She replied, “I am a follower of 	him who said ‘Love your enemies.’”3


   


   The Armenian woman did more for her enemy than simply forgive him. She offered him the gift of her love. She learned to do this from Jesus, who first loved her. This is another test of true discipleship. If you have forgiven your enemies, go the next step and give them more grace than they even deserve. 


   

   

 

LEST YE BE JUDGED 

   To help his disciples have the right attitude towards fellow sinners—not condemning, but forgiving—Jesus said that we too will come under judgment. If we have a judgmental spirit, then we ourselves will be condemned. But if we give and forgive, we will receive God’s blessing in return. It is measure for measure: God will apply the same standard to us that we apply to others. We should always remember, writes Friedrich Büchsel, “that God’s judgment falls also on those who judge, so that superiority, hardness and blindness to one’s own faults are excluded, and a readiness to forgive and to intercede is safeguarded.”4


   Büchsel goes on to say that this principle “has far-reaching consequences. It means that the Church cannot practice discipline with merciless severity. It means that the Church cannot take up a hard, contemptuous and supercilious attitude towards those whom it regards as sinners.”5 All too often, the people who render the harshest judgments and make the fewest allowances are people in the church—as if we ourselves were not in constant need of saving grace, or had never received any undeserved mercy from God. This was the problem with some forms of fundamentalism, which arose early in the twentieth century as a response to liberalism in theology. The fundamentalists faithfully defended core Christian doctrines like the inerrancy of Scripture and the deity of Jesus Christ, as well as his virgin birth, vicarious atonement, victorious resurrection, and visible return. But some fundamentalists had a harsh and condemning spirit towards people who did not follow their man-made rules for Christian living. Such fundamentalists were rather like the Tin Woodsman in the Wizard of Oz, who had strong armor, but didn’t have a heart. As a result of the heartlessness of fundamentalism, many people were hindered from hearing the gospel. 


   Sadly, the same thing still happens in the church today. It happens when we are overconfident in the conclusions we reach about other people’s problems, without fully knowing their situation. It happens when we judge people’s motives, wrongly assuming that we know why they did what they did. It happens when we withhold forgiveness from people who have done us wrong. It happens when we keep our distance from Christians struggling with difficult sins like self-pity or sexual immorality. It happens when we shun people with messy problems like poverty or drug addiction. It happens when we criticize the sins that other people commit more than we repent of our own unrighteousness. It happens when we use angry slogans to condemn hot-button issues like abortion or the gay lifestyle without befriending people and offering them grace. God forgive us. This is not the way that Jesus taught us to treat people, and when we do, it should not surprise us that they want nothing to do with his gospel. 


   The irony, of course, is that this is not the way Jesus judges us. He knows the whole truth about the full extent of our sin. Nevertheless, he reaches out to us in mercy, granting forgiveness through his death on the cross and offering eternal life through the power of his resurrection. Now the way that we treat others ought to demonstrate the mercy that we have received in Christ. The grace we give flows from the grace that we have received, and that we still need. But if we fail to treat people rightly, then we ourselves will come under judgment. 


   What Jesus says at the end of verse 38 can be taken either positively or negatively: “For with the measure you use it will be measured back to you.” If we judge people with harsh condemnation, then we ourselves will be condemned. But the beginning of the verse makes it clear that Jesus expects something better from his disciples. The picture is entirely positive: a lapful of blessing. Here is how one scholar describes the ancient custom of “good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over”: 


    	The seller crouches on the ground with the measure between his legs. First of all 	he fills the measure three-quarters full and gives it a good shake with a rotatory 	motion to make the grains settle down. Then he fills the measure to the top and gives 	it another shake. Next he presses the corn together strongly with both hands. Finally 	he heaps it into a cone, tapping it carefully to press the grains together; from 	time to time he bores a hole in the cone and pours a few more grains into it, until 	there is literally no more room for a single grain. In this way, the purchaser is 	guaranteed an absolutely full measure; it cannot hold more.6


   


   This is the superabundant blessing that God gives his disciples when we show grace to sinners. He is gracious to the gracious, and generous with the generous, pouring a full measure of blessing right into our laps. Sometimes this happens in the present life, as God causes his people to prosper. 


   A legendary example of “measure for measure” comes from the life of a poor Scottish farmer named Fleming. One day the farmer heard a cry for help coming from a nearby bog. There, mired to his waist in black muck, was a terrified boy, screaming and struggling to free himself. Farmer Fleming saved the lad from what could have been a slow and terrifying death. The next day, a fancy carriage pulled up to the Scotsman’s humble dwelling. An elegantly dressed nobleman stepped out and introduced himself as the father of the boy Farmer Fleming had saved. “I want to repay you,” the nobleman said. “You saved my son’s life.” The Scottish farmer refused the offer, but at that moment, his own son came to the door. “Is that your son?” the nobleman asked. “Let me take him and give him a good education. If the lad is anything like his father, he’ll grow to a man you can be proud of.” 


   In time, the farmer’s son graduated from St. Mary’s Hospital Medical School in London. He later became better known throughout the world as Sir Alexander Fleming, the discoverer of penicillin. Many years later, when the nobleman’s son was stricken with pneumonia, his life was saved by the very drug that Fleming had discovered. He too was a famous man. His name was Sir Winston Churchill.7


   People say, “What goes around comes around.” Jesus said it another way: “Give, and it will be given to you. Good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap. For with the measure you use it will be measured back to you” (Luke 6:38). 


   Whether we receive a full measure now or not, we will receive it later, when we enter the measureless joy of heaven. We can never outgive God, who does “far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the power at work within us” (Eph. 3:20)—the power of his grace in Jesus Christ. 


   

   

 

FOLLOW THE LEADER 

   Far from having a condemning spirit, Jesus was giving and forgiving. He showed mercy to sinners by offering them the gift of his life. So in his warnings not to be judgmental and in his command to be generous, Jesus was really telling his disciples to be like him. This seems to be the point of the verses that follow. After telling his disciples it would be “measure for measure,” Jesus “also told them a parable: ‘Can a blind man lead a blind man? Will they not both fall into a pit?’” (Luke 6:39). 


   The meaning of this parable, as Luke calls it, is fairly obvious: we need to be careful whom we choose to follow. If we follow the wrong leader, we will end up falling into a ditch. “Can a blind man lead a blind man?” No, because they have the same disability and thus they both need help to see where they are going. “Will they not both fall into a pit?” Yes, they will; sooner or later, they will have some kind of mishap. This happens from time to time in the city, where street workers sometimes leave potholes, ditches, and even manholes unguarded. Blind people face real danger. 


   The same thing can happen spiritually: church leaders who cannot see Jesus will lead their followers straight to the pit of hell. Some scholars think that when Jesus spoke of the blind leading the blind, he was referring specifically to the Pharisees. Certainly what he said applied to them. The Pharisees could not see the truth about grace, and therefore they led people down into the pit of legalism. Elsewhere Jesus called them “blind guides” (e.g., Matt. 23:16). But he says nothing about the Pharisees here, and the principle has a much wider application. Apart from the enlightening work of God’s Spirit, we are spiritually blind. If we follow teachers who are equally blind, we will all end up in the ditch. This is the problem with following cult leaders who deny the deity of Jesus Christ, or radio personalities who tell their listeners to leave the church, or theologians who add works to faith as the basis for our standing before God. They are all blind guides, and their way leads to destruction. 


   The parable of the blind leading the blind warns us to be careful whom we follow, and also to be careful how we lead. If we teach others, we are responsible for where we take them. In order to lead, we have to be able to see. We need to see the Bible as the perfect truth of God’s holy Word. We need to see the majesty of God in his awesome power. We need to see the sinfulness of our sin and our desperate need for mercy. We need to see Jesus Christ crucified and raised from the dead. We need to see how the Spirit works to bring spiritual change. Only then can we lead our children or our church in the way that is right. Otherwise, we will only lead people astray. 


   Jesus also gave his disciples a related proverb: “A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone when he is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40). The point of this general principle—which Jesus taught in a variety of contexts (cf. Matt. 10:24; John 13:16)—is “like teacher, like student.” In those days—and it is not much different today—the way people learned religion was by spending time with a wise teacher. The more time they spent with him, the more their lives were patterned after his ministry. This is basic to any form of discipleship: the teacher and the student have a close personal relationship in which the student becomes more like the teacher. 


   Obviously, it was (and is) very important to choose the right teacher. A beginning student could never hope to rise above the wisdom of his teacher in spiritual things—that would be the height of arrogance. The most that he could hope was to become like his teacher, and he would only reach that goal when he was fully trained. Therefore, it was crucial to select the right spiritual guide. When a disciple chose which master he wanted to follow, he was choosing what kind of person he would become. 


   Again, this has implications for how we teach as well as how we learn. For better and for worse, our students are bound to become like us. Often our virtues are only poorly imitated, while our flaws are highly exaggerated. So it is important for us to live and teach as well as we can. But why did Jesus say all this here? The general meaning of these two proverbs is fairly clear, but how do they relate to the verses that come before and after—verses that deal with exercising proper judgment? 


   Different scholars have given different answers. Maybe Luke has simply given us a list summarizing the things that Jesus said in his sermon, without making a strong logical connection between each item. Or maybe Jesus was speaking here about one specific kind of judgment: good judgment in choosing which teacher to follow. But whatever the precise connection may be, Jesus was calling his disciples to be like him. Remember the context: Jesus was speaking to his disciples as their teacher, so he was talking about their relationship with him. What is the best way for someone who is spiritually blind to avoid falling into the pit of destruction? The best way is to follow Jesus Christ, who has infinitely perfect vision and never leads anyone astray. Who is the best teacher for us to emulate? Jesus Christ, the holy Son of God, who is perfect in righteousness. 


   The obvious practical application is to follow Jesus Christ by faith. Let him lead you through life; he always knows the way. Listen to what he says about not being judgmental. Follow his example by showing forgiveness. To follow Jesus is to become like Jesus, as he transforms our lives through the powerful inward work of his Holy Spirit. 


   

   

 

LOG FIRST, THEN SPLINTER 

   Jesus finished what he had to say about judgment with a famous illustration. Back in verses 37 and 38, he had warned his disciples that they would be judged by the same standard they used to judge others. In verses 39 and 40 he warned them about the pitfalls of spiritual blindness. The danger in verses 41 and 42 is different, but it involves both bad judgment and bad eyesight. Jesus said: “Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me take out the speck that is in your eye,’ when you yourself do not see the log that is in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take out the speck that is in your brother’s eye” (Luke 6:41–42). 


   Here the problem is not that the person cannot see at all, but that he cannot see as well as he thinks he can. He thinks he can see so clearly that he can pick a speck out of someone’s eye, yet somehow manages to overlook the big piece of wood sticking out of his own eye socket! Jesus was using this comic exaggeration to make a serious point. A “speck” is a little splinter of wood or straw. A “log” is the main beam of a building—not just a two-by-four, but a major pillar. The whole picture is so absurd that it would be laughable if it were not so common. How often we see this in daily life: the very person who criticizes other people is guilty of the most obvious sins of all. He has “some glaringly wrong habit or attitude in his life which everybody else can see; but strangely enough, not only can he apparently not see it himself, but he is the very one who is constantly pointing out other people’s minor faults and failings.”8


   The word Jesus used for this common failing is hypocrisy. We are in danger of committing this great sin whenever we fail to see ourselves as we really are, pretending that we are not selfish, greedy, proud, or guilty of other log-sized sins. We are in danger of hypocrisy whenever we say that someone else has a problem, when in fact the problem is really our own. We are also hypocrites when we minimize our sin, pretending that it is smaller than it actually is. “Maybe it is pornography,” we say, “but I’m only looking at it once a week.” Or, “It’s not really gossip; it’s just something I feel you should know.” Or, “Sure I yelled at her, but at least I didn’t hit her.” Whether we see it or not, our lust is adulterous, our words are treacherous, and our anger is murderous. When we examine our hearts, we always need to remember that our depravity is like something in the rearview mirror of a car: objects are larger than they may appear! Many of the sins we think are splinters are really more like two-by-fours, if not pillars. 


   We are also guilty of hypocrisy when we overestimate our ability to deal with other people’s sin, or when we try to confront their sin before we confess our own. It is tempting to spend less time in private confession of sin than we spend thinking and talking (however charitably) about what is wrong with other people. A large part of our problem with logs and splinters is our sense of proportion: we are more concerned about someone else’s minor issues than we are with our own major iniquities. But there is also a problem with our priorities: we have the nerve to try to straighten other people out before we have done business with God about our own personal sin. Like a lot of other things in life, we get things backwards. 


   Of course there is a place for confronting other people’s sin, for giving constructive spiritual criticism, especially within the body of Christ. Jesus does not say that we can never help anyone else with a spiritual problem. In fact, he assumes that there are times when we are called to remove someone else’s speck. But we should be slow to try to straighten other people out. First things first: we need to haul away the lumber in our own lives before we remove any splinters from anyone else. Nor does this mean that we have to be at a place of perfect sanctification before we can give people any spiritual help. But it does mean that we have to confess our own sins before we can ever hope to lead anyone else to repentance. “Whoever therefore is guided by good sense,” wrote Cyril of Alexandria, “does not look at the sins of others, does not busy himself about the faults of his neighbor, but closely reviews his own misdoings.”9 It is only when our hearts have been broken by our own sin against God that we will have the humble grace to lead other sinners to repentance. 


   One way to see ourselves as we really are is simply to ask people who know us well to tell us what heavy timber they still see protruding from the eyeballs of our soul. But the most important thing is to follow Jesus, sticking close to his example, and living by his generous grace. Jesus sees us as we really are, down to the last speck. Because he is without sin, he is able to judge us with perfectly righteous clarity. But he does not condemn us—provided that we come to him in faith, trusting in the sacrifice he paid for our sins on the cross. With the help of his clear sight, we see both our sin and his forgiveness. Then perhaps we can begin to see other people the way that Jesus sees them: through the eyes of his grace. 
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 OF ROCKS AND TREES

   Luke 6:43–49
   


   “For no good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit, for each tree is known by its own fruit. . . . Everyone who comes to me and hears my words and does them, I will show you what he is like: he is like a man building a house, who dug deep and laid the foundation on the rock. And when a flood arose, the stream broke against that house and could not shake it, because it had been well built.” (Luke 6:43–48) 


   A young woman was walking alone in the city one Sunday evening when a couple of homeless people asked her for some money. When they said they were hungry, she went to a store and bought them a meal. Then they asked for $15 to pay for a room. Her first reaction was, “I’m a young, single woman, walking through the city at night. I didn’t have to stop and go out of my way to do anything for them in the first place! Now they’re asking for more? Someone else can help them.” So she said no and walked on by. 


   But as soon as the woman stepped away, she remembered the words of Jesus from the sermon she had heard that day in church: “From one who takes away your cloak do not withhold your tunic either. Give to everyone who begs from you” (Luke 6:29–30). To obey this command would be a spiritual struggle, so the woman sat down to pray. What should she do? Did the homeless people really care? Were they even telling the truth? 


   Then she realized that for her, in this situation, it didn’t matter. Jesus had told her to give, and all she needed to do was obey. So she pulled out her purse, remembering that she had only a few bills, and not knowing whether she had enough. As it turned out, she had exactly $15. When she caught up with the people that needed help, she explained why she was helping them and found out that they sometimes attended the same church. So in the providence of God, what at first seemed like a chance encounter turned out to be a wonderful opportunity for fellowship. And the woman learned an important lesson: the real proof of our discipleship is not whether we hear what Jesus has to say, but whether we actually do the things he tells us to do. 


   

   

 

ROOT AND FRUIT 

   This was Jesus’ concern as he pressed towards the practical conclusion of his “sermon on the plain.” Many people had gathered to listen to him preach. They paid careful attention to what he said about patience in persecution, about loving enemies, and about not being judgmental. But listening was not enough. What mattered most was not simply hearing what Jesus had to say, but doing what Jesus said to do. This is the best test of Christian discipleship: Do we live the way that Jesus taught us to live? The truest profession of our faith is the practice of our faith. 


   In order to show the importance of being “doers of the word, and not hearers only” (James 1:22), Jesus gave his disciples two more little parables—one about fruit-bearing trees, and one about rock-solid houses. The first parable came from the orchard: “For no good tree bears bad fruit, nor again does a bad tree bear good fruit, for each tree is known by its own fruit. For figs are not gathered from thornbushes, nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush” (Luke 6:43–44). 


   It hardly takes a degree in horticulture to understand that a tree can only produce the kind of fruit that it was created to produce. Good trees do not produce bad fruit, and bad trees do not produce good fruit. On the contrary, fig trees produce figs and grape vines produce grapes, whereas thorn bushes and bramble bushes produce thorns and brambles. This is one of the basic laws of nature: every tree produces its own kind of fruit. A fruit-grower never gets the right kind of fruit from the wrong kind of tree, and the right kind of tree never produces the wrong kind of fruit. 


   This simple illustration has profound implications for the whole Christian life, for as Jesus went on to say, “The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45). 


   Every person is like a tree, and according to the divine laws of spiritual horticulture, we all produce the kind of fruit that is in our hearts to grow. The heart is the center of a person’s being—the real you as you really are. Jesus said that a good life comes from a good heart, whereas an evil heart inevitably produces an evil life. There is a living, organic connection between the people we are on the inside and the lives that we lead out in the world. Whatever fruit we produce—whether good or evil—is rooted in the true condition of our souls. We can only produce the kind of spiritual fruit that it is our nature to produce. The reason we say the things we say and do the things we do is that we are the people we are. 


   Jesus says that some people have good hearts, and that out of the goodness of their hearts, they produce good fruit. Therefore, one of the truest ways for us to tell whether we have good hearts is by looking at the way that we live. Jesus said this mainly for the purpose of self-examination. He did not talk about good and bad fruit primarily so that we could examine what other people produce. Remember, he had just finished warning about judging others before judging ourselves. The principle of the log and the splinter applies to other people’s fruit as much as it does to anything else. The main thing we need to check out is our own spiritual produce. 


   What is the fruit of a good heart? When God makes our hearts good by the powerful inward work of the Holy Spirit, what kind of life does he produce? The Bible says, “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal. 5:22–23). Bearing good fruit, therefore, means loving others more than I love myself, making sacrifices so that someone else can advance. It means having joy even in the midst of sorrow, giving praise to the Lord at the same time I grieve. It means being at peace about the things that tempt me to worry, trusting the Lord with my anxieties about the future, the broken relationships in my life, and the safety of the people I love. Giving my fears over to God in faith is the fruit of a life of faith. 


   Bearing good fruit also means having patience in times of adversity, not pushing to make things go my way, but being content to wait and see what God will do. It means showing kindness and goodness, doing the little things to make life better for others. A fruitful life is characterized by consistent godliness, so that I am as good in private as I seem to be in public. Then come faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. To be faithful means to work as hard now as I did at the beginning, rather than slacking off. To be gentle means giving a soft reply to a harsh criticism, rather than jumping to defend myself. To have self-control is to refuse to go off on reckless binges, and instead to resist the mounting pressures of temptation. 


   We are not yet perfect, so these are still areas of struggle for us. If we have received Jesus Christ by faith, however, then we should be starting to see some of the fruit of his work in our lives. When our hearts are good, his goodness always comes out. This goodness does not come from us, but from the Holy Spirit, who makes our hearts good by his grace. This is part of the proof of our salvation—one of the ways we know for sure that we know Jesus. We know it because we speak good words and do good deeds, for as Jesus said: “The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good” (Luke 6:45). Good fruit helps to assure us of our salvation because it shows that we have the good root of grace. 


   

   

 

OUT OF THE HEART 

   What, then, of the evil person with an evil heart? The same spiritual principle applies. If good is as good does, then evil is as evil does. Evil people can only speak and act in accordance with their nature, which means that they say and do what is evil, like all the evil deeds that the Bible sets in contrast to the fruit of the Spirit: sexual sin, dissension, discord, fits of rage, envy, and drunkenness (see Gal. 5:19–21). 


   A bad heart produces bad fruit, and when we see bad fruit, we know that it can only come from a bad heart. We should not assume that people are any better on the inside than they seem to be on the outside. Usually people are much worse, as we ought to know from our own experience. J. C. Ryle said: 


    	Let it be a settled principle again in our religion, that when a man’s general conversation 	is ungodly, his heart is graceless and unconverted. Let us not give way to the vulgar 	notion, that . . . although men are living wickedly, they have got good hearts at 	the bottom. Such notions are flatly contradictory to our Lord’s teaching. Is the 	general tone of a man’s communication carnal, worldly, irreligious, godless, or profane? 	Then let us understand that this is the state of his heart. When a man’s tongue is 	generally wrong, it is absurd, no less than unscriptural, to say that his heart is 	right.1


   


   Does this mean that Christians never say anything bad or do anything evil? No, of course sometimes we do, because we still struggle with our old sinful nature, and our sanctification is not yet complete. The difference is that whenever we see the fruit of our old evil nature, we recognize that it is evil and repent of our sin. As David Gooding comments, “The saintliest man may be appalled by the occasional overspill whose sudden eruption escapes the filter of his moral judgment and reveals what pollutants still remain in the depths. But if the general tenor of a man’s conversation is evil, the source must be evil too. No excuse can break the connection between a tree’s fruit and the nature of the tree.”2


   If it is true that the fruit of our outward actions grows from the root of our inward attitudes, then we never have any excuse for the wrong things that we say and do. This often happens when professional athletes or other public figures get caught doing something wrong. “That’s not really what I’m like,” they say. “It was out of character for me.” Or they try to blame someone else, as if their reaction was some kind of automatic response to the situation they were in. We are tempted to make the same kinds of excuses. We say, “That’s not something I usually do; I’ve got that sin under control.” We say, “You should have seen what he did first!” Or we say, “I only did what I did because she said what she said.” 


   We need to be honest with ourselves, and with God. The truth is that what we do and say is always in character. As Paul Tripp writes in his excellent book War of Words, “It is very tempting to blame others or to blame the situation around us,” but “word problems reveal heart problems. The people and situations around us do not make us say what we say; they are only the occasion for our hearts to reveal themselves in words.”3


   What should we say, then, when we get caught saying or doing something evil? What is the righteous response when we come out with a swear word, or when we say something rude, or when we have an angry outburst at home? What we ought to say is something like this: “You know, that really is what I’m like. I’m just embarrassed because usually I’m better at hiding it!” Or we should say: “It’s not you; it’s me. I know I said that you made me angry, but really it is because I am so angry that I treated you the way that I did.” 


   To use a different analogy, the tongue is the sound system of the heart. Whatever is in our souls gets amplified whenever we put it into words. Our angry words come from a murderous heart; our salacious words come from an adulterous heart; our complaining words come from an envious heart. It is “out of the overflow of the heart” that the mouth speaks (Luke 6:45 NIV). 


   What Jesus said about the root and fruit of good and evil helps us make an accurate assessment of our true spiritual condition. This is important because—as we saw in the story of the log and the splinter—before we can be of any spiritual good to anyone else, we have to recognize and repent of our own personal sin. This calls for careful self-evaluation. The fruit that we produce—whether good or evil—grows from the root of who we are. 


   What Jesus said also helps us recognize the real problem at the root of all our sin: it comes from an evil heart—what I sometimes describe to my young children as “the bad naughty heart that you were born with.” This means that real spiritual change can only happen when we first experience the total heart transformation that theologians call “regeneration.” Far too often, people try to change their outward actions without asking God for a new heart. They can see that they are bearing bad fruit. They know that some of their actions and attitudes are sinful. They use bad language, for example, or they fall into sexual sin. They get absorbed in anxiety and selfpity. Or they get involved in some form of addiction, whether chemical or otherwise. Eventually they realize that their lives are a complete mess. They decide to stop doing whatever it is that they are doing; they start modifying their behavior. Sometimes they meet with some success, at least initially. They clean up their language. They try to have a more positive attitude. By sheer power of the will, they stay away from an old addiction. 


   Then, very unexpectedly, it happens again. They use a swear word, cursing God. They fall into anxious despair, without any hope that God will save them. They give in to the temptation to go back to an old beloved sin, just this once. Often they fall right back into the same old patterns of sin, or if not, they simply exchange one sin for another. But either way, mere behavior modification has failed. They are still bearing bad fruit, at which point it becomes painfully obvious that no real spiritual change has taken place in the heart. 


   The reason for this failure is very simple: no one can cultivate good fruit from a bad tree. A life that is rooted in sin can only produce sin. People generally assume that their hearts are basically good. In order to lead better lives, therefore, all we need to do is a little spiritual pruning, as if we could grow roses by cutting back the stinkweed. But in fact we need to dig all the way down and uproot the old tree of our sinful nature, asking God to plant a whole new life in our hearts. 


   Anyone who has not yet come to Christ in faith—personally trusting him for the forgiveness of sins and the free gift of eternal life through his death and resurrection—needs a whole new heart. This is a hopeful discovery, because the truth is that anyone can have a new heart. The problem we have is the very problem the gospel addresses. Therefore, all we have to do is ask, praying that God would give us a new life in Christ. 


   Yet even after we come to Christ, our sin issues are still heart issues. So as we struggle with sin, we need to ask God to do a heart-changing work of grace in us, which he does by the powerful inward work of the Holy Spirit. It is not enough simply to change our outward actions. The real change needs to take place inside. This means repenting of the evil desires in our sinful hearts. It means putting to death our love for our selves and the things of this world. And it means asking God to replace those old sinful desires with new affections for him and for his holiness. Once our hearts are in the right place, then and only then will we begin to bear good spiritual fruit—the abundant harvest that only comes from having a new heart. 


   

   

 

WALKING THE TALK 

   Jesus spoke with his disciples about root and fruit because he wanted them to do what he said. This is clear from the question he asked at the end of the parable: “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I tell you?” (Luke 6:46). Apparently, there were already some hypocrites among the followers of Christ. They had been listening to Jesus teach, and they were identifying themselves as his disciples. They even called him “Lord,” which was a term of respect for his teaching authority. They did not do what Jesus said, however, which was the main thing that really mattered. They were not living the good life that comes from a good heart. 


   We see the same thing in the church today. People call themselves Christians, and they talk about Christ, but they have many of the same sinful attitudes and are guilty of many of the same sinful actions as everyone else. It is not talking about Christ that makes a person a Christian, but living for Christ by faith. As Bishop Ryle wisely said, “obedience is the only sound evidence of saving faith, and the talk of the lips is worse than useless, if it is not accompanied by sanctification of the life.”4


   John Bunyan wrote about this in his famous allegory, The Pilgrim’s Progress. On their journey to the Celestial City, Christian and Faithful met a man named Talkative, who was always conversing about spiritual things, but was not living the Christian life. He was talking the talk without walking the walk. Christian warned Faithful about this, saying, 


    	He talketh of prayer, of repentance, of faith, and of the new birth; but he knows 	but only to talk of them. . . . The soul of religion is the practice part. . . . 	This Talkative is not aware of; he thinks that hearing and saying will make a good 	Christian, and thus he deceiveth his own soul. Hearing is but as the sowing of the 	seed; talking is not sufficient to prove that fruit is indeed in the heart and life, 	and let us assure ourselves that at the day of doom, men shall be judged according 	to their fruits. . . . The end of the world is compared to our harvest, and you know 	men at harvest regard nothing but fruit, not that anything can be accepted that is 	not of faith.5


   


   To help his disciples grow more good spiritual fruit, and not just talk about growing it, Jesus told them another little parable. This time it came from the world of architecture: “Everyone who comes to me and hears my words and does them, I will show you what he is like: he is like a man building a house, who dug deep and laid the foundation on the rock. And when a flood arose, the stream broke against that house and could not shake it, because it had been well built” (Luke 6:47–48). 


   The verbs in verse 47 outline a clear progression. The first is the verb for “coming” (erchomai), and it refers to the way people gathered around Jesus. They were coming to be near him, as we come near him today whenever we enter God’s presence for worship. Next comes the verb for “hearing” (akouō). One of the main reasons people came to Jesus was to listen to him teach. Hearing involves paying careful attention to the things that Jesus says, meditatively concentrating on the meaning of his words and prayerfully considering their implications for our lives. Today we do this whenever we read and study the Bible, and whenever we listen to the preaching of the gospel. By the power of God’s Word, by the witness of his Spirit, and by the action of our faith, we hear Jesus speaking to us in Scripture. 


   Coming and hearing are not enough, however. We must also respond, which is where the third verb comes in. The verb is poieō, the main Greek word for “doing,” and the progression is not complete without it. It is not just the coming and hearing that Jesus is after, but the going and doing. Unless we reach the point of actually doing what Jesus says, we are not followers of Christ in the biblical sense. It is not enough to come to church and listen to the sermon; what God requires is a believing response. This means trusting in Jesus Christ alone for our salvation. It means giving our whole lives to worship his glory. It means offering sacrificial service to the people we are called to love. And it means living an obedient Christian life of outreach to people who are lost without Christ. 


   

   

 

HOW FIRM A FOUNDATION? 

   When we do what Jesus says—not just hearing it, but actually obeying it—we lay a solid foundation that can withstand all the trials of life. This is the main point of the parable. It is the doer, not the hearer, whose life is solid as a rock. 


   By telling his disciples that his words were the foundation for their lives, Jesus was making a strong claim to his deity. Who else has the right to tell people to build their whole lives on his word? Only the one true God. So when we do what Jesus says, we are building on the will of God, and our lives are like a house on the rock. 


   There is a house like this in Scotland, built into the rocky face of a cliff overlooking the Nidd Valley. In the year 1770 a humble weaver named Thomas Hill left his little cottage and climbed the cliff above the manor of his lord, Sir Charles Slingsby Bart. Armed only with a pick, a chisel, a hammer, and the desire to build a solid home for his family, Hill began his relentless assault on a sheer wall of limestone. It took him sixteen years to hollow out a cleft in the rock. Sixteen years—but what a house! As Hill chipped away at the cliff, he used the rocks and rubble to build the outer wall, until finally he completed a magnificent fortress with spectacular views of the surrounding countryside.6


   Because it is built into the rock, Hill’s house was all but impregnable, able to withstand any storm. This came at a great cost. It took years of blood, sweat, toil, and tears. Yet this is what it takes to build a house into the rock. A cottage on the ground can be completed in a matter of weeks, but a rock-solid fortress takes years of patience and perseverance. 


   The same thing is true in the spiritual life. The man Jesus described in his parable “dug deep and laid the foundation on the rock” (Luke 6:48). Building his house cost him something. Living the Christian life costs us something too. It takes discipline to work at understanding the Scriptures. It takes patience to persevere in prayer. It takes courage to put sinful desires to death. It takes dedication to grow in new areas of obedience. It takes sacrifice to serve others instead of ourselves. Above all, it takes faith to trust in Jesus Christ and not hold anything back. 


   When we take the time to build the right spiritual foundation, though, we are ready for anything, including all the storms of life. Come what may, our foundation will hold: 



   Such a man’s religion may cost him much. Like the house built on a rock, it may entail 	on him pains, labour, and self-denial. To lay aside pride and selfrighteousness, 	to crucify the rebellious flesh, to put on the mind of Christ, to take up the cross 	daily, to count all things but loss for Christ’s sake,—all this may be hard work. 	But, like the house built on the rock, such religion will stand. The streams of affliction 	may beat violently upon it, and the floods of persecution dash fiercely against it, 	but it will not give way.7


   


   To withstand the storms of life, lay a solid foundation. Anchor your life to the solid rock of Jesus Christ. Dig deep by obeying his word. Build a life that is strong enough to withstand every trial and tribulation. 


   Sadly, not everyone has a solid spiritual foundation. To warn people about this, Jesus finished his parable by making a contrast: “But the one who hears [my words] and does not do them is like a man who built a house on the ground without a foundation. When the stream broke against it, immediately it fell, and the ruin of that house was great” (Luke 6:49). 


   Rather than closing with a word of consolation, as some preachers always do, Jesus ended with a sharp warning. The situation he described was not uncommon in the arid climate of ancient Israel. Flash floods are always a danger in the desert, especially near the mountains. When the rains fall in the higher elevations, water cascades down the dry riverbeds and into the villages below without warning. When this happens, a house without a solid foundation—not with the wrong foundation, notice, but with no foundation at all—will collapse instantly. 


   Like some houses, some people do not have a solid foundation. Remember, Jesus was speaking to people who were coming to hear him, and who identified themselves as his disciples. But doing is what makes the difference, and these people were not doing what Jesus said. As a result, their lives were built on the shallow spirituality of man-made religion. Sad to say, the same thing is true of church-going people who call themselves Christians but are not living for Christ. They hear what Jesus says, but they do not do what Jesus says, and as a result, they do not have any real foundation for their lives. 


   Soon, Jesus said, they will be destroyed. Some stormy trouble will come—persecution perhaps, or one of life’s many bitter disappointments—and their whole world will collapse, including any pretense of really trusting in God. If that does not happen in this life, it may happen at death, and it will certainly happen at the final judgment. Jesus called this tragedy a great ruin—the fatal torment of a lost soul. 


   Trouble is the test. When life is easy, it is difficult to determine what kind of foundation people have. The same is true with houses: it is hard to tell if they have a solid foundation simply by looking at the exterior. But wait until the storms come! Then everyone can see whether someone’s house—or someone’s life—is strong enough to stand. When trouble comes, a life without a solid foundation will fall apart, but a life anchored to the bedrock of obedience to Christ will keep on standing. Here it is worth noting that when Jesus told his disciples where to build their lives, he did not tell them to lay the foundation on “a” rock, but on “the” rock (Luke 6:48). “For no one,” the Bible says, “can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:11). 


   What kind of life are you building? Are you digging down deep into the solid rock of Jesus Christ? And what kind of fruit are you yielding? Is it all talk, or are you walking in obedient faith? We can tell what kind of heart we have by the kind of fruit we are growing, and we can tell what kind of life we are building by seeing what happens when the storms come. 


   The great Scottish preacher Arthur John Gossip experienced this profound truth after the tragic and untimely death of his beloved wife. Gossip grieved deeply, but his faith did not fail, and upon his return to the pulpit, he said to his congregation: 


    	I don’t think we need to be afraid of life. Our hearts are very frail, and there 	are places where the road is very steep and very lonely. But we have a wonderful 	God. And as Paul puts it, what can separate us from his love? Not death, he says 	immediately, pushing that aside at once as the most obvious of all impossibilities. 	No, not death. For I, standing here in the roaring of the Jordan, cold to the heart 	with its dreadful chill and very conscious of the terror of its rushing, I can call 	back to you who, one day in your time, will have to cross it: Be of good cheer, my 	friend, for I feel the bottom and it is sound.8


   


   The only person who can say something like this is someone who has solid footing, someone who has built his whole life on the rock-solid foundation of Jesus Christ. Build your life in obedience to the words of Christ, and you will be able to withstand anything—even the storms of the final judgment. 
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 JUST SAY THE WORD

   Luke 7:1–10
   


   “Therefore I did not presume to come to you. But say the word, and let my servant be healed. For I too am a man set under authority, with soldiers under me: and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes; and to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.” (Luke 7:7–8) 


   Your wish is my command.” This is the attitude of a servant who understands what it means to be under authority. “Whatever you need,” the servant says, “I will get it. Just say the word, and I will do it, because your wish is my command.” 


   King David enjoyed this kind of authority when he was fighting against the Philistines. David and his men were camped at the cave of Adullam. The Philistines had made their stronghold nearby in Bethlehem—the city where David was born. As the military standoff continued, the king grew nostalgic for the sights and sounds of his hometown, which was now in enemy-occupied territory: “And David said longingly, ‘Oh, that someone would give me water to drink from the well of Bethlehem that is by the gate!’” (2 Sam. 23:15). 


   It was only an offhand remark, spoken in a moment of frustration. But David was the king, so the word quickly spread through the ranks: “The king wants a drink.” “A drink?” “Yes, from the water of Bethlehem!” Since the city was then under enemy control, it sounded absurd. Yet there were three warriors in the camp—Joshebbasshebeth, Eleazar, and Shammah—for whom the king’s wish was their command. So as soon as they heard what David wanted, “the three mighty men broke through the camp of the Philistines and drew water out of the well of Bethlehem that was by the gate and carried and brought it to David” (2 Sam. 23:16). 


   Of course David never intended for anyone to treat his idle wish like a royal command. In fact, he was so moved by what his men had done that he refused to drink the water, but poured it on the ground as a holy offering to God. Nevertheless, the story shows the supreme authority of a word spoken by God’s anointed king. 


   

   

 

A SICKNESS UNTO DEATH 

   Jesus Christ speaks with the same royal authority. We see this authority in the story of the Roman centurion at the beginning of Luke 7. The story shows the dying and desperate need of lost humanity. It shows the contrast between the apparent worthiness and the actual unworthiness of a person who seems to lead a good life. And it shows the only basis for salvation, which is faith in Jesus Christ. 


   The story begins with a man in desperate need. Jesus had just finished preaching his Sermon on the Plain. The Bible says, “After he had finished all his sayings in the hearing of the people, he entered Capernaum. Now a centurion had a servant who was sick and at the point of death, who was highly valued by him” (Luke 7:1–2). 


   As a physician, ordinarily we would expect Luke to tell us more about the man’s condition, to offer some kind of diagnosis. But this time all he mentions is the man’s prognosis. The situation was critical. The centurion’s servant had a sickness unto death, and unless God intervened, he would surely die. He was “at the point of death,” Luke tells us (Luke 7:2). Doubtless the people who cared for him could see the telltale signs of his imminent demise: listlessness, detachment, and a desperate struggle for every last breath. The deathwatch had begun. 


   The servant’s plight is a reminder of our own mortality. Sooner or later, his situation is one all must face, because we are all under God’s death sentence against our sin. This is the need behind all our other needs and the sum of all our fears. One day we are going to die, and unless there is some way for us to gain life after death, we will suffer without God for all eternity. It is something most people try to avoid thinking about, but can never escape entirely: the unavoidable reality that someday they will have to die. 


   One man who admitted that he was afraid to die was George Steinbrenner, the infamous owner of the New York Yankees. It was Steinbrenner who once said, “I will never have a heart attack. I give them.” Yet a 2004 article poignantly described the rich man’s growing fear of his own mortality. After collapsing at someone else’s funeral, he said, “It makes you think. You’re that close . . . you wonder if you’re all right.”1


   Without the assurance of eternal life, George Steinbrenner wondered if he would be all right, but he did not know for sure. This is a doubt that many people share. As Bruce Milne writes in Know the Truth, “Death confronts us, as nothing else does, with our insignificance and weakness, and exposes the folly of our pretensions to greatness. Even when we attempt to face death with courage, we never succeed in finally overcoming it; it dominates us until at last we too go to receive the wages of sin.”2


   This is what the centurion’s servant was up against: humanity’s last and greatest enemy—death. But he was not dying alone and unloved. He had a master who cared for him. As the Bible says, the servant was “highly valued” (entimos). This may refer to his usefulness as a servant, but the word can also mean that he was “precious” in the sense that his master loved him. The centurion was a greathearted man with good affections. He loved his servant and wanted to do whatever he could to help him. 


   But what could he do? The centurion desperately wanted to help the servant he loved. Presumably he had tried everything he could think of, but there seemed to be nothing he could do to help. Again, this is a situation that we all encounter. We encounter it medically when the doctors say there is nothing else they can do for one of our family members. We encounter it relationally when we do not know how to bring people together. We encounter it financially when someone close to us is deep in debt. We encounter it spiritually when we share the gospel and people still do not want to know Jesus. What do you do when there is nothing else that you can do to help the people you love? 


   The thing to do is to ask Jesus for help, as the centurion did. He had heard about the power of Jesus to perform miracles. Luke tells us: “When the centurion heard about Jesus, he sent to him elders of the Jews, asking him to come and heal his servant” (Luke 7:3). The word used here for healing (diasōzō) comes from the group of words for salvation (sōzō). Although “heal” is the proper translation here, the word’s etymology aptly describes the situation. The word has the idea of carrying someone safely through a dangerous ordeal, which is what the centurion was praying that Jesus would do for his servant. He had nowhere else to turn. Jesus was his only hope. So he asked Jesus to work a saving cure that would rescue his friend from death. 


   The centurion’s plea is a physical request that points to a deeper spiritual reality and reminds us that everyone needs the saving work of Jesus Christ. Who else can deliver us from death? Who else can carry us through our last ordeal and bring us safely to the other side? The only hope for meeting the dying and desperate need of lost humanity is the life that comes through Jesus Christ. As we suffer the sickness of sin—that sickness unto death—we should ask him to come with all the grace of his saving cure. 


   

   

 

WORTHY OR NOT? 

   The centurion asked Jesus for help in true military fashion: he delegated the task to others, asking some of his Jewish friends to go and speak on his behalf. Their conversation with Jesus shows the contrast between the apparent worthiness and the actual unworthiness of a person who seems to lead a good life. 


   The elders asked Jesus to help the centurion on the basis of his good character: “And when they came to Jesus, they pleaded with him earnestly, saying, ‘He is worthy to have you do this for him, for he loves our nation, and he is the one who built us our synagogue’” (Luke 7:4–5). 


   The elders were able to make a strong case that this man was worth helping. From the human point of view, there was every reason for Jesus to help the centurion. The centurion had a tender heart for people in need, as we have seen, and he cared for the people in his service. He was also powerful. As an officer in the Roman army he had roughly a hundred men serving under his command. He was strong. According to the historian Polybius, the Romans appointed to this rank only “men who can command, steady in action, and reliable; . . . when hard pressed they must be ready to hold their ground and die at their posts.”3 And he was wealthy. Centurions were well paid in those days, especially if they had been on a successful military campaign, and this man had enough money to finance public buildings. 


   Furthermore, he was active in his support for God’s people. Despite the fact that he was an enemy officer, the centurion loved the Israelites, and he proved it by building them a synagogue (its foundations can still be seen in Capernaum today).4 As a general rule, the Romans—especially in the army—looked down on the Jews. But this centurion was pro-Semitic; he was a friend of Israel. This does not necessarily mean that he worshiped with the Jews, but at least he was a God-fearing man, and he loved God’s people so well that he built them a house for worship. 


   Now the Jews had a chance to return the favor. The elders of the community—prominent social and religious leaders—went to Jesus on the centurion’s behalf. This was highly unusual: a group of Jews lobbying for a Roman soldier. Obviously they thought the man was worthy of their support, and they wanted Jesus to recognize this. In effect, they said, “Look, we really owe it to this guy to help him any way we can.” 


   The elders were thinking in terms of merit.5 They believed that someone who lived a good life was worthy to receive blessing. This is the way most people think; it is a basic presupposition of our fallen nature. We tend to think that people who do good things for others deserve to have good things done for them. Surely someone like the centurion—who supports the church and gives money to charity—can expect Jesus to answer his prayer for healing. Some people apply the same logic to life after death. They believe that if they do enough good, they will be entitled to heaven. They hope that somehow the good they do will outweigh the bad, and that God will receive them on the basis of what they have done. 


   If good works could ever earn God’s favor for anyone, surely the centurion deserved to have Jesus come and heal his servant. He had all the credentials anyone could ever hope to have. This is not the way God operates, however. In our pride we believe that we can be good enough for God. But who is ever good enough for God, especially when it comes to our eternal destiny? The Bible says that salvation “is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:8–9). Salvation has to be the gift of God, because otherwise we would take the credit for ourselves. Besides, God’s standard is holy perfection. It is not enough to make friends with the people of God. It is not enough to go to church, give money to Christian causes, or get involved in ministry. What God requires is perfect righteousness. By that standard, no one is worthy—no one—except the Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, if God is to help us, it will never be because of our merit, but only because of his mercy. 


   

   

 

NOT WORTHY, LORD 

   Worthy or not, Jesus decided to help the centurion by healing his servant. With great compassion, he set off with the elders to find the centurion. As the Scripture says, “Jesus went with them” (Luke 7:6). This is what we see all the way through the Gospel: Jesus reaching out to help people in desperate need—people just like us. Jesus is able and willing to help us. The desire of his saving heart is to rescue people from sickness, sin, and death. Indeed, Luke tells us that this is why he came: to seek and to save the lost (Luke 19:10). 


   Except that in this case, Jesus never got there: “When he was not far from the house, the centurion sent friends, saying to him, ‘Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof ’” (Luke 7:6). Apparently, the centurion had second thoughts. Earlier he sent a delegation to persuade Jesus to come and help. By now a messenger had returned to say that Jesus was on his way. Possibly the messenger had also reported what the elders had said to Jesus, that the centurion was worthy of his help. But the more he thought about it, the more the centurion realized that he was unworthy. In fact, he did not even deserve to have Jesus walk into his house. 


   Here we see the absolute contrast between the apparent worthiness and the actual unworthiness of a man who seems to lead a good life. Everyone else thought the centurion deserved whatever help he needed. He was a good man. He cared for his servants. He gave a lot of money to the local congregation. Surely such a man was entitled to some kind of special consideration! But by the grace of God, the centurion saw himself as he really was. He knew that he was not worthy at all—not compared to Jesus. He was not even worthy to be under the same roof! 


   Some commentators say that the centurion said this because he was concerned about ritual purity, that since he did not keep the food laws and other Jewish rituals, he assumed that a righteous Jew like Jesus would not want to enter his house. That is not what the man said, however. What he said was more personal.6 He himself was unworthy, and what made him unworthy was the worthiness of Jesus. The basis for his comparison was the superior worthiness of this powerful healer. Somehow he could see that Jesus was more than a traveling teacher, that he had righteous authority (see Luke 7:8). When the centurion saw this, he set aside any thought that he had any merit of his own. It is not clear whether he was fully ready to confess his sins, but at the very least, he knew that he was not worthy of Jesus. 


   How do you see Jesus, and how do you see yourself? The two questions are connected, because when we see Jesus as he really is—in all his splendor—we also see our true spiritual need. The first and most important thing we need to see about ourselves is that we are sinners in desperate need of God’s grace. And when we see ourselves as we really are—the way that God sees us, in all the unworthiness of our sin—we see the supreme worthiness of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is the worthy Son of God. He is the beginning and the end, the Creator of the universe, the one by whom and for whom all things were made. He is the mighty and supreme ruler of heaven and earth, the King of kings and Lord of lords. He is the holy Lamb of God, who was slain for our sins on the cross, who was raised from the dead for our justification, and who now deserves all honor, blessing, glory, and power. 


   If that is who Jesus is, then who are we? The answer is that we are needy sinners who do not even deserve the grace of God. We must never forget the unworthiness of our sinful nature or the unrighteousness of the sins that we commit against God. As the great preacher Alexander Whyte taught his congregation in Scotland, “The true Christian’s nostril is to be continually attentive to the inner cesspool.”7


   This is not poisonous pessimism, but a healthy realism that helps us breathe the fresh air of the gospel. If we are proud of who we are and what we have accomplished, then we can never be saved, because “God opposes the proud” (1 Peter 5:5). But God also gives grace to the humble, and when we admit that we do not even deserve to be saved, we are ready to receive God’s mercy in Christ. We are ready to say, “Lord Jesus, have mercy on me, a sinner. I am not even worthy to come into your presence. But I believe the promise of your word, that in the blood of your cross, there is enough grace for me.” 


   

   

 

MAKE IT SO 

   There is more to salvation than seeing our unworthiness before God. We also need true faith in Jesus Christ. The centurion had this as well. He believed that Jesus had the power to save. “I did not presume to come to you,” he said to Jesus. “But say the word, and let my servant be healed. For I too am a man set under authority, with soldiers under me: and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes; and to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (Luke 7:7–8). At the beginning of this incident, the centurion was trying to make things happen. But now he sees that this is unnecessary. If Jesus really has power over disease and death, then all he needs to do is speak, and the servant will be healed. The centurion had faith in Jesus Christ and the saving authority of his powerful word. 


   One of the reasons the centurion had this faith is that he knew how authority operates. As an officer in the Roman army, he was used to giving orders and then having them obeyed. All he had to do was say the word, and his soldiers would carry out his commands. To give a contemporary illustration, it is like the story about the army captain who came to an impassible river. How could he possibly get to the other side? Easy; all he had to do was give a direct order: “Sergeant, get my jeep across this river!” The centurion gave similar orders all the time. When he said, “Go,” people went; when he said, “Come,” they came; and when he said, “Make it so,” they made it so. 


   The centurion was able to give such orders because he was “a man set under authority” (Luke 7:8). Today we would say that he was “a man in authority,” but as a Roman soldier, the centurion had a deeper understanding of how authority operates. Why did soldiers carry out his orders? Because he had military authority. But where did that authority come from? It came from the command structure of the Roman army. The centurion derived his authority from his superior officers, who derived their authority from their superior officers, going all the way up to Caesar himself. So when the centurion gave an order, it was backed by the entire Roman Empire. He was in authority because he was under authority. 


   Somehow the centurion knew that Jesus Christ had the same kind of authority. He may not have known that Jesus was God the Son. Presumably he could not define the doctrine of the Trinity, or explain how the words of the Son were backed by the full authority of the Father. But the centurion knew that Jesus had power over the physical needs of the human body. As far as he was concerned, the miracles of Jesus proved that he spoke with almighty authority. All Jesus had to do was say the word, and his wish was creation’s command. 


   When Jesus heard what confidence the centurion had in the authority of his word, he was totally amazed. There are only two times in the Gospels when Jesus is said to experience this kind of astonishment. The first is when his family and friends rejected him at Nazareth. The Scripture says, “he marveled because of their unbelief ” (Mark 6:6). This time it is not unbelief that amazed him, but belief: “When Jesus heard these things, he marveled at him, and turning to the crowd that followed him, said, ‘I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith’” (Luke 7:9). 


   Many things about the centurion’s faith were amazing. It was amazing for such a mighty man to see that he needed help. It was amazing for such a good man to see his unworthiness. It was amazing to find someone who was willing to take Jesus at his word, with complete confidence in the power of his command. But it was totally amazing to find all this in a Gentile—someone outside the covenant community. It was hard enough to find an Israelite who trusted in Christ. But here was a Gentile—a Roman soldier, no less—with surpassing faith in the word of Christ. 


   It was because of the man’s humble faith that Jesus healed his servant. Luke assures us that “when those who had been sent returned to the house, they found the servant well” (Luke 7:10). All Jesus had to do was say one single word, and the man’s health was restored. It was one of the greatest miracles Jesus ever performed. He did not even go to the man; he just said the word at a distance. But by the time everyone went home, the servant was fully recovered. J. C. Ryle summarizes by saying: “A greater miracle of healing than this, is nowhere recorded in the Gospels. Without even seeing the sufferer, without touch of hand or look of eye, our Lord restores health to a dying man by a single word. He speaks, and the sick man is cured. He commands, and the disease departs.”8


   By the same word that once created the universe out of nothing, and that now brings sinners from darkness into light, Jesus delivered the centurion’s servant from death. He did this because the centurion trusted in his power to heal. This serves as an example of a basic principle for our own salvation: we will not be healed by the worthiness of our works, but only by the trust of our faith. Believing the word of Christ brings salvation. David Gooding comments: “salvation is not granted on the basis of a man’s good works, worth or merit. It is given on the grounds of faith. And faith according to this story, is not confidence that we have done the best we could, that God will assess our merits generously; faith is abandoning trust in our works and merit and any thought of deserving salvation, and relying totally and without reserve on the Person of Christ and the authority of his word.”9


   Luke tells us that at the end of his conversation with the centurion’s final messenger, Jesus turned and spoke to the crowd. This simple gesture had profound significance for the people standing there that day, because it was an invitation for them to trust in Christ with their very own faith. When Jesus said, “Not even in Israel have I found such faith” (Luke 7:9), he was challenging people to put their trust in him. They too had heard about Jesus. They knew that he had the power to heal. Now they were invited to believe in his word. 


   Jesus turns to us with the same invitation. This story reminds us of our lost and desperate condition as dying sinners. We are not worthy of Christ either. But the story also shows us that Jesus has the power of God for salvation. He can give us whatever healing we need—whatever comfort in our grief, whatever forgiveness for our sin, whatever hope for our future—simply by saying the word. All we have to do is trust in Jesus, as the centurion trusted him, with a simple and confident faith. 
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 DEAD MAN TALKING

   Luke 7:11–17
   


   Then he came up and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still. And he said, “Young man, I say to you, arise.” And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. Fear seized them all, and they glorified God, saying, “A great prophet has arisen among us!” and “God has visited his people!” (Luke 7:14–16) 


   Is anything as painful as the death of a child? Only parents who have suffered such a loss can tell what agony they experienced when they buried their son or daughter, or what anguish they endure as they continue to lament everything they have lost, and everything that might have been. 


   The southern theologian Robert L. Dabney was away on church business when he learned that his beloved son had come down with a serious illness. The anxious father traveled all night to reach his son’s bedside. Here is what happened next, as Dabney relates in a letter to his brother: 


    	We used prompt measures, and sent early for the doctor, who did not think his case 	was dangerous; but he grew gradually worse until Sunday, when his symptoms became 	alarming, and he passed away, after great sufferings, Monday. . . . A half hour 	before he died, he sank into a sleep, which became more and more quiet, until he 	gently sighed his soul away. This is the first death we have had in our family, and 	my first experience of any great sorrow. I have learned rapidly in the school of 	anguish this week, and am many years older than I was a few days ago. It was not 	so much that I could not give my darling up, but that I saw him suffer such pangs, 	and then fall under the grasp of the cruel destroyer, while I was impotent for his 	help. Ah! When the mighty wings of the angel of death nestle over your heart’s treasures, 	and his black shadow broods over your home, it shakes the heart with a shuddering 	terror and a horror of great darkness. To see my dear little one ravaged, crushed 	and destroyed, turning his beautiful liquid eyes to me and his weeping mother for 	help, after his gentle voice could no longer be heard, and to feel myself as helpless 	to give any aid—this tears my heart with anguish.1


   


   

   

 

THE DEATH OF AN ONLY SON 

   As we mourn our losses—our own losses as well as the losses of the people we love—we wonder what comfort God has for grieving parents, and what hope we can have for life after death. Luke answers these questions in his Gospel by telling us what Jesus did for a mother who suffered the tragic loss of her only son. In this story we see the compassion of Christ, his power over death, and the worship and witness they inspire. 


   The woman’s story begins in sorrow. Luke reports, “Soon afterward he [Jesus] went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a great crowd went with him. As he drew near to the gate of the town, behold, a man who had died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and she was a widow, and a considerable crowd from the town was with her” (Luke 7:11–12). 


   Jesus had been in Capernaum, healing the sick. As he approached the little town of Nain, some twenty-five miles to the south, he met a sad procession coming out of the city. It was a funeral. According to the custom of that time, the dead were buried outside the city, usually at twilight on the same day they died. Some of the people in the procession were musicians who played a mournful dirge on their flutes. Others were professional mourners—women who wept and wailed as a public expression of communal grief. Then there were all the people from town who had come to pay their last respects. Together they would lay their friend to rest in one of the rocky tombs in the cemetery by the side of the road. 


   As we picture this scene, we are reminded of the tragedy of the human condition. We ourselves have gone out to bury our dead—not walking out of the city, perhaps, but driving with a long line of cars behind a hearse. This is our common sorrow, and it is all because of sin. God gave us life, but we chose to sin, and in choosing sin, we have come under judgment. If there had never been any sin, there never would have been any death, any funerals, or any tears. But “sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned” (Rom. 5:12). This is the source of all our sorrow. As Martin Luther wisely said, “When you hear . . . of death, you must think not only of the grave and the coffin, and of the horrible manner in which life is separated from the body and how the body is destroyed and brought to naught, but you must think of the cause by which man is brought to death and without which death and that which accompanies it, would be impossible . . . namely, sin and the wrath of God on account of sin.”2


   So as Jesus watched this sad procession, he was witnessing the tragic and lost condition of dying humanity. It would have taken only a few moments to size up the situation. He could hear the sounds of lamentation. He could also see what was happening. Near the front of the procession was the dead man himself, wrapped in a burial shroud and lying on a bier—a flat, open stretcher carried on the shoulders of his friends. Walking in front of his lifeless body was the young man’s mother. She was probably walking alone, because in those days it was customary for the family to precede the deceased, and in this case, very sadly, no one else was left.3


   It was just about the saddest funeral that anyone could ever imagine. The woman was a widow, so she had been down this road before to bury her beloved husband. Now she was grieving again, for a loss that must have seemed too great to bear. The dead man was her only son, and now she had no one left to protect her and provide for her. Of course she knew that people were behind her—a large crowd of sympathizers—but in a very real sense, she was alone in the world. This was the death of a mother’s only son, and when she buried him, she would bury a piece of her own heart. 


   

   

 

DO NOT WEEP 

   This would have been just another forgotten tragedy, if it were not for one great fact: when the widow went out to bury her son, she met Jesus on the way. And when Jesus saw her situation, his heart went out to her. Luke loves to show Jesus caring for women in need, and here he tells us that “when the Lord saw her, he had compassion on her and said to her, ‘Do not weep’” (Luke 7:13). 


   Jesus was sensitive to the woman’s sorrow. He could see that she was alone in the world, with no husband and no children. She was losing what little was left of her family companionship and financial support. And when Jesus saw the helpless condition of the woman’s great loss, he was drawn to her in love and sympathy. As “the protector of widows” (Ps. 68:5), he did not even wait to be asked, but graciously took the initiative to care for her needs. From this unsolicited sympathy, Martin Luther draws “the general rule that applies to all the merciful deeds of God, that they all overtake us without our merits, even before we seek them. . . . Thus you have here an example, not of faith, but of the pure grace and lovingkindness of God.”4


   Sadly, there are some people—including some Christians—who would rather not come anywhere close to people who are grieving, or hurt in other ways. Sometimes they are not sure what to say, or they are preoccupied with their own problems, or they are embarrassed by the untamed emotions of someone deep in pain. But Jesus cares. The word Luke uses to describe his response is a word of passionate feeling, an intense word for a gut response of loving sympathy for someone else’s pain. 


   This is how Jesus always responded to people who were suffering. It is how he responded at the tomb of Lazarus, when he wept with Mary and Martha. It is how he responded to the people of Jerusalem in their harassed and helpless condition. It is how he responded to his own mother at the cross, when he committed her to the care of his beloved disciple. Joni Eareckson Tada marveled that every time she 


    	flipped through Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, there He was, hanging out with someone 	else with a handicap—hob-knobbing with people with disabilities, reserving His most 	gentle touch for the blind and counseling the fathers of little boys with seizures. 	He seemed to go out of His way to strike up conversations with guys who were paralyzed 	on straw mats by the pool of Bethesda. Since Jesus was not caught up with his own 	concerns, he was able fully and selflessly to enter into someone else’s sufferings.5


   


   Jesus cares the same way for us. Luke has included this story in his Gospel so that we would know the compassion of Christ in all our sorrow. The same Jesus who reached out to the widow of Nain reaches out to us when we feel helpless in the face of death. The God of the universe—our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ—has deep compassion for people in pain. He remembers our losses. He knows our sufferings. He hears our cries of anguish. And when he does, his heart goes out to us. As the Scripture says, “Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows” (Isa. 53:4). This promise is for anyone grieving the death of a loved one, or mourning the loss of a friendship, or lamenting the days that are lost and gone forever. Jesus cares for every suffering soul. He says, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted” (Matt. 5:4; cf. Luke 6:21), and then he makes good on his promise by coming to us in all his comfort. So we go to him with our troubles, knowing that in his loving heart there is enough room for all our sorrows. 


   Then, as we experience the compassion of Christ for ourselves, we are called to share it with others. The Bible teaches that God “comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God” (2 Cor. 1:4). The comfort we receive is the comfort we are called to give, and when we give it, we are following the example of Jesus. To be like Christ is to be drawn to people who suffer, to have an instinctive compassion for their sorrows. This means noticing people in pain—grieving parents, lonely widows, the chronically ill, and anyone else who is suffering. It means entering into their situation with sympathy. It means giving them the freedom to grieve without presuming to tell them how they ought to feel. It means showing them the Savior who died for them, who lives for them and loves them still. What a difference it makes when people who are suffering meet Jesus on the way! This is what happens when we reach out to them with the compassion of Christ. 


   

   

 

ARISE! 

   Jesus had more to offer the widow of Nain than merely his sympathies. He told her not to go on weeping, but if that were all that he had done for her, it would have been extremely insensitive. Why shouldn’t she weep? She had just lost her only son, and tears were the appropriate overflow of her grieving soul. People who have something to cry about should go ahead and cry. But Jesus had good reason to tell this woman to dry her tears, because he spoke in the expectation of a miracle. He went beyond caring for her grief to doing something about it, conquering the death that caused her sorrow. 


   As Jesus began to work his miracle, he made a dramatic gesture: “Then he came up and touched the bier, and the bearers stood still” (Luke 7:14). This must have shocked people, because according to the law, touching the place of the dead made a person ceremonially unclean (see Num. 19:16). But Jesus Christ is the Lord of life, and therefore he is not corrupted or contaminated by death. 


   On the contrary, Jesus has the divine authority to keep death in its place. A dramatic confrontation was taking place at the front of that funeral procession—a collision between life and death. An unstoppable force was meeting a seemingly immovable object. The grieving had come out to bury their dead; but when the funeral met Jesus, death had to stop in its tracks. Everyone else had to follow the procession, but Jesus had the authority to bring it to a halt. When he put out his hand, it was as if to say, “Death, you will come this far, but no farther.” 


   Then, as the crowd watched and the pallbearers waited, Jesus spoke to the body that lay shrouded in death: “And he said, ‘Young man, I say to you, arise.’ And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother” (Luke 7:14–15). How absurd it must have seemed when Jesus addressed these words to a cold and lifeless corpse. But he made good on his audacious command. Luke tells us that the young man “sat up” (Luke 7:15)—a phrase often used for a medical recovery.6 Then, to show that his recovery was complete, he began to speak. This time the grave would not claim its victim, because by the power of his word, Jesus raised him from the dead. Reginald Quirk points out the seeming contradiction that is 


    	conveyed by the very absurdity of this verse of Scripture: “And the dead man sat 	up, and began to speak.” What nonsense there is in that phrase: “the dead man sat 	up.” If he were dead, he could not sit up. If he could sit up, he was not dead. What 	nonsense. Unless we are prepared to abandon an idea that is second nature to us—to 	say that with Christ death is neither an unstoppable force nor an immovable object. 	It is simply, as St. Paul had it, the last enemy to be overcome. Death is swallowed 	up in victory. This is, in fact, the death of death.7


   


   The healing of the widow’s son was a mighty demonstration of the divine power of Jesus Christ. He did not raise the dead by prayer, as prophets like Elijah had done, but simply by the power of his own command. When Jesus spoke, the dead obeyed. To perform this miracle, Jesus had to summon the young man’s soul from the place of the dead. He had to reunite his body and soul. He had to reintegrate his person, so that he could get up and speak. All of this required supernatural power—power over the visible and the invisible, over the body and the soul, over life and death. Here we see the proof, wrote J. C. Ryle, “that the Prince of Peace is stronger than the king of terrors, and that though death, the last enemy, is mighty, he is not so mighty as the sinner’s Friend.”8


   Rest assured that the widow’s son was actually dead. There are always some people who want to cast doubt on Jesus and his miracles, especially the raising of the dead. Sigmund Freud spoke for many skeptics when he said that the miracles in the Gospels “contradicted everything that had been taught by sober observation and betrayed too clearly the influence of the activity of the human imagination.”9 But Luke was a sober observer, and as a careful historian, he stuck to the facts. The young man was really and truly dead. It was between his death and his burial that Jesus raised him up. 


   There are three miracles like this in the Gospels: the son of the widow of Nain, the daughter of Jairus, and Lazarus of Bethany. In each case, there were plenty of witnesses, and the event was widely reported. As the Christian apologist Quadratus wrote to the Emperor Hadrian nearly a century later: “The persons who were healed and those who were raised from the dead by Jesus were not only seen when they were healed and raised, but were always present also afterwards; and not merely during the time that the Savior walked upon the earth—but after His departure also they were still there for a considerable time, so that some of them lived even until our times.”10


   Eventually all these people died, of course. This is the difference between the miracles that Jesus performed in the Gospels and his own resurrection from the dead. When Jesus rose from the dead, the Holy Spirit gave him a glorious and immortal body. But the people Jesus raised did not receive a resurrection body; they merely came back to life in their same old bodies. So what happened to them was more like a resuscitation than a resurrection. Their bodies were still mortal, and one day they would die again. 


   Nevertheless, the raising of the widow’s son does point us to the death of death in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is one of the first hints in the Gospel that Jesus would rise from the dead. In compassion for our dead and dying race, Jesus had come to die for our sins, and after he died, to rise again. The miracle also shows that Jesus has the power to bring us back to life. He can do something more than show us sympathy. He can give spiritual life to our dead souls through faith in his cross. Now that he himself has indeed risen from the dead, Jesus has the power to grant us eternal life. His resurrection is the promise and proof of our own resurrection. 


   Earlier I quoted from Robert L. Dabney, who wrote to his brother about the loss of his young son. After giving full expression to his anguish, Dabney went on to affirm his confident hope in the resurrection: 


    	Our parting is not for long. This spoiled and ruined body will be raised, and all 	its ravished beauties more than repaired. . . . Our little boy, we hope and trust, 	is now a ransomed spirit. . . . This is a hope inexpressible and full of glory. 	As I stand by the little grave, and think of the poor ruined clay within, that was 	a few days ago so beautiful, my heart bleeds. But as I ask, “Where is the soul whose 	beams gave that clay all its beauty and preciousness?” I triumph. Has it not already 	begun, with an infant voice, the praises of my Savior? . . . He is in Christ’s heavenly 	house and under His guardian love. Now I feel, as never before, the blessedness of 	the redeeming grace and divine blood, which have ransomed my poor babe from all the 	sin and death he inherited through me.11


   


   This is the hope of every believer. Through the crucifixion of Jesus Christ we have forgiveness for our sins, and through the resurrection of Jesus Christ we have the hope of eternal life. We know for sure that when we die, God will receive our souls unto himself, and on the last day he will raise our bodies to glory. 


   On that great day we will be reunited with all the people we love in Christ. There is a clear indication of this in the Gospel. Luke tells us that after Jesus raised the young man from the dead, he “gave him to his mother” (Luke 7:15; cf. 1 Kings 17:23). The word “gave” is a reminder that life after death is a free gift of God’s grace. Furthermore, without this detail the story would be incomplete. Remember that it was because of his compassion for the mother that Jesus got involved with this situation in the first place. He was sensitive to her suffering. So when Jesus brought the young man back to life, he restored him to his mother’s arms. 


   This gives us a picture of the happy reunion we will have in heaven—the reunion of every believer in Christ. Jesus has promised that “an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and come out” (John 5:28–29). He has promised that at the final resurrection every child of God will be raised to everlasting glory. He has promised that God “will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more” (Rev. 21:4). And on the great day when Jesus brings us to himself, he will also give us back to one another. Whom are you waiting to greet in glory? Norval Geldenhuys writes: 


    	In this story the Saviour’s sympathy with the sorrowing and His absolute divine power 	over the invisible spirit-world are gloriously revealed. We see Him here as the loving 	Comforter, the Victor over death, and the Reuniter of separated dear ones. What He 	did here for the widowed mother and son He will one day do for all the faithful in 	a perfect and final form. He will bring full comfort, He will raise all His people 	in incorruptibility, and will reunite us, in the heavenly realm, with our loved ones 	who have died in Him.12


   


   

   

 

RESPONDING TO THE RESURRECTION 

   How should we respond to the glorious hope of the resurrection? The miracle stories in Luke always invite us to make some kind of response, and the story of the widow’s son is no exception. Luke tells us: “Fear seized them all, and they glorified God, saying, ‘A great prophet has arisen among us!’ and ‘God has visited his people!’ And this report about him spread through the whole of Judea and all the surrounding country” (Luke 7:16–17). In keeping with this example, we are called to respond to the resurrection with worship and witness, so that everyone may know Jesus and his saving power. 


   When people saw the young man rise, they were filled with fear—not in the sense that they were scared, but in the sense that they were overawed by the miracle Jesus performed. Raising the dead put the fear of God into them (in a good way). They had a holy reverence for what Jesus had done, and this caused them to glorify God. They recognized that the dead could be raised only by the power of God. So they returned the praise back to God, glorifying him as the Lord and Giver of life after death. 


   The people also began to praise Jesus Christ. They did not yet know that he was God the Son, but they could not deny his power, and they knew that he was “a great prophet.” Thus they testified that in Christ, God had “visited his people.” This language echoed the promises that were made before Christ was born (see Luke 1:68, 78). It also harkened back to Elisha, who was the last prophet to raise the dead (see 2 Kings 4:18–37). It had been almost a thousand years since anyone in Israel had witnessed this kind of miracle. But now God had visited his people again, and they were full of praise. 


   We too should be full of praise. God has visited us in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ. Jesus died on the cross for our sins. He was raised from the dead to give us hope in the resurrection. Now every week we gather for worship on Sunday, the very day that Jesus was raised from the dead. We come before God in reverence and awe, worshiping the person of his Son, and glorifying him for the gift of resurrection life. 


   But this gift is far too wonderful to keep to ourselves; we have to share it with others. When the people of Nain saw someone come back to life, they couldn’t possibly keep it a secret. They wanted to bear witness to what they had seen, and soon the whole country heard about it. So it is with the resurrection of Jesus Christ, or at least so it ought to be. When we know that on the third day after he died for our sins Jesus was raised from the dead, we want everyone else to know it too. 


   This is an important part of sharing the gospel. The gospel is not just the crucifixion, but also the resurrection. The good news about Jesus includes both his cross and his empty tomb. It is not simply the death of Jesus that saves us, but also his life. So when we tell people about Jesus, bearing witness to his saving grace, we have a duty to tell them about his victory over death. The Bible says that Jesus “must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death” (1 Cor. 15:25–26). 


   There is a striking illustration of this death-defeating power on the frescoes in some of the Byzantine churches in Turkey, where the risen Christ is often portrayed standing over death in triumph. Underneath his feet are the keys of death, the gates of hell, and the body of Satan. Jesus has won the victory over death. 


   This is good news for people who are spiritually dead, because it means that Jesus can give us new spiritual life. He calls to us in his Word, and when we hear his voice, we come alive spiritually. It is good news for people who are afraid to die, because it gives them the hope of life after death. Death is not the end; through faith in Christ, we can receive the free gift of eternal life. The resurrection is also good news for people who are grieving, because it means that we may see our loved ones again. The Bible promises that Jesus “himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command. . . . And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we will always be with the Lord” (1 Thess. 4:16–17). 


   When was the last time you told someone about Jesus and the resurrection? This news is so important that everyone needs to hear it. Everyone needs to know for sure that there is life after death, and that through faith in Jesus Christ, the dead will rise to everlasting glory. 


   To know the hope of the resurrection is to know the joy of salvation. This hope does not wipe away all our tears—not yet, at least—but it can give us joy in our sorrow. The great Southern Presbyterian preacher Benjamin Morgan Palmer and his wife experienced some of that joy when they went out to bury their teenaged daughter. The Palmers were heavy with grief that day. Nineteen years earlier they had lost an infant son. Now they were going to bury their daughter in the same spot, near the bank of a gentle stream. But as they began to dig, they made an unexpected discovery. Palmer writes: 


    	The pick-axe and the shovel threw aside the earth, which for many years had pressed 	upon the bosom of the infant. Only a few bones and a little skull. No, wait a second; 	and with trembling hand the father clipped one little curl from which the luster 	had faded, but twining still around the hollow temple. He placed it on the palm of 	his hand, without a word, before the eye of the mother. With a smothered cry she 	fell upon his neck. “It is our boy’s; I see it as long ago, the soft lock that curled 	upon his temple.” “Take it, Mother; it is to us the prophecy of the resurrection; 	the grave has not the power to destroy.”13


   


   The Palmers wept together by their children’s grave—not tears of sorrow only, but also of joy, because they believed in the resurrection. They knew that the day is coming when Jesus will say to the dead, “Arise!” He will say to the living, “Weep no more,” and all will be well. 
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 THE FRIEND OF SINNERS

   Luke 7:18–35
   


   And he answered them, “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to them. And blessed is the one who is not offended by me.” (Luke 7:22–23) 


   We all have our doubts—doubts about the future, about our abilities, about our relationships, about our health, about the meaning of life, and even about God. There are times when we wonder if God is really there, when our prayers seem to bounce back off the ceiling and we feel alone in the universe. Suddenly and often quite unexpectedly, everything we have ever believed about God and salvation seems extremely implausible. We are tempted to doubt whether the Bible really is the Word of God, whether Jesus really did rise from the dead, or whether we ourselves will ever experience the glories of eternal life. 


   Where do these doubts come from? Sometimes they come from Satan, who tempts us not to believe what God has said in his Word. Sometimes they come when we are bored, or tired, or suffering from physical weakness. Sometimes they come when we are grieving the death of someone we love. Sometimes they come when we are under spiritual attack, or have given in to destructive patterns of sin and are no longer able to think clearly and righteously about spiritual things. Often the doubts come when we are disappointed with God. We thought we knew what God would do for us; we had expectations of what salvation would be like. But when God fails to grant us the physical healing, the financial prosperity, or the family situation we prayed for, we are tempted to doubt whether he really is the God he claims to be. 


   Whatever the reason, we all have our doubts. Sometimes they almost seem to threaten the foundations of our faith. 


   

   

 

DOUBTING JOHN 

   Even John the Baptist had his doubts—yes, even John the Baptist. This may seem surprising, because if ever a man seemed certain about God, it was John. From the time he was in his mother’s womb, John the Baptist was set apart to bear witness to the coming of Christ. He had done this with great boldness, and without any apparent concern for what people thought of him. John went into the wilderness preaching repentance and declaring with complete conviction that God was coming in judgment. He did this without ever entertaining even the slightest doubt that what he said was the very word of God. John’s whole life was based on the bedrock of his faith in God. 


   Yet even John the Baptist went through a dark night of the soul when suddenly and unexpectedly he had his doubts about Jesus. John was languishing in prison at the time, having been locked away by wicked King Herod. From time to time his disciples would come and tell him what was happening in Israel. Naturally they told him about Jesus—about the teaching he was doing and the miracles he was performing. But somehow this failed to meet John’s expectations for the ministry of the Messiah. Luke writes: “The disciples of John reported all these things to him. And John, calling two of his disciples to him, sent them to the Lord, saying, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?’” (Luke 7:18–19). 


   John was having his doubts. He had always believed that Jesus was the Christ, but suddenly he was not so sure. He began to wonder whether perhaps he had baptized the wrong Messiah. 


   The Bible does not tell us why John was entertaining these doubts, or why he asked Jesus to confirm that he was the Christ. Maybe being in prison had something to do with it. With typical candor, John had criticized King Herod for marrying his brother’s wife, and now he was locked in a high desert fortress near the Dead Sea (Luke 3:18–20; Matt. 11:2). That prison became John’s Doubting Castle—the desolate place where he was tempted to spiritual despair. His personal difficulties started to dominate his perspective. He was in so much distress, it seems, that he could no longer see what God was doing, either in his own life or in the world at large. 


   There was another reason for John’s sudden uncertainty. His imprisonment may have had something to do with it, but so did his expectations. John had prophesied that the Messiah would come “with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Luke 3:16). This meant that the Messiah would bring spiritual salvation, but it also meant that he would come in judgment to destroy the enemies of God. As John preached about God’s wrath, he said, “Even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. . . . His winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor” (Luke 3:9, 17). John probably thought that God’s judgment would come right away. So where was it? 


   According to the reports John was getting, Jesus was preaching sermons and performing miracles. But when would he get around to the really important stuff, like overthrowing the religious establishment, or inaugurating his kingdom? John was looking for a more militant Messiah, with a more aggressive timetable. David Gooding explains John’s attitude like this: “It was all right his going about healing an odd slave here and raising a widow’s son from the dead there—John had nothing against that. But what about the big issues? When was Jesus going to start putting oppressive governments right? Abolishing evil rulers like Herod? Putting down the Roman tyranny and giving Israel her political independence?”1 To add just one more question to the list, when was Jesus going to get his prophet out of prison? 


   Jesus was not the Messiah that John expected. Although he was doing the miracles of the Spirit, he was not blazing with the fire of judgment. So John asked, somewhat impatiently: “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?” (Luke 7:19). 


   

   

 

JESUS IS THE ONE 

   It was a good question to ask, and a crucial question for anyone to answer. In fact, it is the very question that compelled Luke to write his Gospel, and that we read his Gospel to answer for ourselves: Is Jesus the Christ? Is he the Savior whom God promised to send? Is he the only true hope of salvation for the world? Jesus answers these questions in Luke 7 by showing us who he is and what he does (Luke 7:20–23), by declaring the high privilege of trusting in him (Luke 7:24–28), and by warning us to stop looking for someone or something else (Luke 7:29–35). 


   The way to know for sure whether Jesus is the Christ is to go back to his person and work. This is what we should always do when God fails to meet our expectations, when we are overwhelmed by our personal problems and plagued with doubt. We need to go back to Jesus and look again to see who he is and what he does. Here John the Baptist had the right instinct. Rather than simply brooding over his skeptical doubts, he sent his disciples to go and see Jesus: “And when the men had come to him, they said, ‘John the Baptist has sent us to you, saying, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?”’” (Luke 7:20). 


   How did Jesus answer? Not by trying to meet John’s expectations, or giving in to the demand to change his ministry by suddenly performing mighty acts of judgment, but simply by continuing to do the work God had called him to do (which is also the work he has called us to do): showing mercy and preaching the gospel. Yes, Jesus will come to judge the world, but he came first to save it. Luke tells us: “In that hour he healed many people of diseases and plagues and evil spirits, and on many who were blind he bestowed sight” (Luke 7:20–21). Jesus gave John’s disciples a dramatic demonstration of his miraculous power. Just in case they missed the point, he said to them, “Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to them. And blessed is the one who is not offended by me” (Luke 7:22–23). 


   This is an excellent summary of the miracles that Jesus had performed. He healed the sick, like Peter’s mother-in-law in Capernaum (Luke 4:38–40). He cast out evil spirits, rebuking them by the power of his word (Luke 4:31–37, 41). He cleansed lepers, like the man who came and said, “Lord, if you will, you can make me clean” (Luke 5:12). He made the lame to walk, like the man whose friends lowered him through the roof (Luke 5:17–26). Luke has reported one miracle after another, showing the authority Jesus had over demons and disease. With each new miracle, we get a clearer understanding of who Jesus is and what he has come to do, until finally—when he meets the funeral procession outside the town of Nain (Luke 7:11–17)—we see him bringing the very dead back to life. 


   On the basis of this evidence, what is the obvious conclusion we should reach about the true identity of Jesus Christ? Is he the one, or should we look for someone else? The facts speak for themselves, proving that Jesus is Savior, Christ, and Lord. 


   In case we have any lingering doubts, the clincher comes at the end of verse 22, where Jesus says, “the poor have good news preached to them.” Jesus said the same thing when he preached his first public sermon in Nazareth: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). Now Jesus says it again, as the climax to his argument. His calling as the Messiah was not simply to perform miracles, but to proclaim the gospel of salvation to poor and needy sinners. Therefore, his preaching was part of the proof that he was the Savior whom God had always promised to send. 


   When John the Baptist heard what Jesus said, he would have recognized that his words came straight out of the Old Testament, from the promises of Isaiah. Isaiah was the prophet who said, “Your dead shall live; their bodies shall rise” (Isa. 26:19), and, “Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then shall the lame man leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy” (Isa. 35:5–6; cf. 29:18). Isaiah also prophesied, “the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to the poor” (Isa. 61:1). By echoing these words, Jesus was giving John a biblical and practical proof that he was the Christ. As he performed his miracles and preached his gospel, Jesus was doing the very things the Bible promised that the Savior would do. 


   Jesus was saying, therefore, that we should trust in him for salvation. This is the point of verse 23: “Blessed is the one who is not offended by me.” These words also came from Isaiah. When Isaiah prophesied about the coming Savior, he said, “he will become a sanctuary and a stone of offense and a rock of stumbling to both houses of Israel, a trap and a snare to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. And many shall stumble on it. They shall fall and be broken; they shall be snared and taken” (Isa. 8:14–15). These are troubling verses. They mean that even when God comes to bring salvation, some people will reject him. They will stumble over the rock of salvation. They will be offended by the very idea that they need Jesus to be their Savior. 


   Jesus was warning John—and us—not to be offended by his saving work. Do not stumble over Jesus because he is not meeting your expectations, or because you are having spiritual doubts, or because you are disappointed with God. Do not get the wrong idea about Jesus, as John did. He is the one. If we try to find another savior, we will never be saved at all. But if we accept Jesus and what he has done for us in dying on the cross and rising from the dead, he will bless us with everlasting salvation. God has given us this promise: “Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense; and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame” (Rom. 9:33). Trust in Jesus and you will never be ashamed, not even on the day of judgment. 


   

   

 

THE MESSIAH’S MESSENGER 

   Jesus did and said these things because he loved John and wanted to help him become more sure of his faith. But he also wanted to make sure that people did not get the wrong idea about John. Yes, John was having his doubts, but he was still a great prophet, and God used his ministry to help people come to Christ. So Jesus made this comment on John’s ministry: “When John’s messengers had gone, Jesus began to speak to the crowds concerning John: ‘What did you go out into the wilderness to see? A reed shaken by the wind? What then did you go out to see? A man dressed in soft clothing? Behold, those who are dressed in splendid clothing and live in luxury are in kings’ courts’” (Luke 7:24–25). 


   Obviously, John was none of these things. He was hardly a reed, blown about by the latest winds of public opinion. No, John was more like a mighty oak tree, standing firm against the rough and stormy gales of opposition. Nor was he the kind of man who stood around the palace wearing fancy clothes and eating rich food. Everyone knew that John wore a camel skin around his waist and that his diet consisted almost entirely of locusts and wild honey. John the Baptist was one of the most popular teachers in Israel, but it was not because he told people what they wanted to hear or because he lived the lifestyle of the rich and famous. 


   So what was the meaning of John’s ministry? Why did people go to hear him preach? Jesus said, “What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. This is he of whom it is written, ‘Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will prepare your way before you.’ I tell you, among those born of women none is greater than John” (Luke 7:26–28). 


   Here Jesus gives high praise to John the Baptist, calling him a prophet and ranking him as the greatest of merely mortal men. What made John great was not his own personal identity, but his special calling to prepare the way for salvation. What made John important was who Jesus was. Since Jesus was the Messiah, John was more than just another prophet; he was the man promised to serve as the Messiah’s messenger (Mal. 3:1). This made him the last and greatest prophet before Christ. The other prophets all looked for the Savior from a distance, but John saw him with his own two eyes. He alone had the privilege of pointing at Jesus and saying, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29). 


   Then Jesus went on to make a surprising statement about our own personal privilege as believers in Christ. He said, “I tell you, among those born of women none is greater than John. Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he” (Luke 7:28). What a remarkable thing to say! Because of his witness to Christ, John the Baptist was the greatest man who ever lived. Yet even the newest, weakest Christian is greater than John. This is because we have experienced the finished work of Jesus Christ, and therefore, by the witness of the Holy Spirit, we know things that John could only dream of knowing. We know the mercy of Jesus in forgiving our sins through the cross. We know the power of Jesus in rising from the dead. We know the love of Jesus in the free gift of eternal life. 


   This is not to say that John was never saved. Of course he was saved, through his faith in the Messiah. Nevertheless, we have a more privileged place in the history of salvation. John saw only the beginning of what Jesus would do, but we have been given the whole gospel, and in our knowledge of the cross and the empty tomb, we have a fuller experience of Jesus Christ. We may have our doubts, but we should not miss out on the extraordinary opportunity we have to believe in Jesus Christ. John himself would be the first to tell us that there is nothing greater than belonging to the kingdom of God. 


   

   

 

TWO RESPONSES TO JESUS 

   The way to enter God’s kingdom is by faith in Jesus Christ, but sadly, not everyone is willing to trust in him. At the end of this passage Jesus warns us to stop looking to someone or something else for our salvation. 


   When Jesus spoke about the kingdom, people responded in two radically different ways. This is what always happens when people listen to Jesus: they never stay where they are. Either they accept him by faith or they reject him to their own condemnation. So it was on this occasion: “(When all the people heard this, and the tax collectors too, they declared God just, having been baptized with the baptism of John, but the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected the purpose of God for themselves, not having been baptized by him)” (Luke 7:29–30). 


   The English Standard Version treats these verses as an aside, placing them in parentheses. However, it is not entirely clear what the people heard. Maybe they heard Jesus, which is the way the esv has it: the word “this” refers back to what Jesus has just been saying. But in the original the Scripture simply says, “When all the people heard,” not “heard this,” so it is possible that Jesus is still talking. In that case, Jesus is commenting on something they heard previously, when John the Baptist was preaching and people either “declared God just” or “rejected the purpose of God.” 


   Either way, the point is really the same. When some people heard the message of salvation—whether they had heard it earlier from John or now from Jesus—they accepted it by faith. They declared that God was just. In other words, they admitted that God was right about their sin and about everything else. The proof that they were willing to confess their sins was the baptism of repentance that they received from John (see Luke 3:3). As Norval Geldenhuys puts it, “they acknowledged that before God they were guilty and worthy of condemnation and that He was fully justified in demanding from them confession of sins and true repentance, not in word only, but outwardly and publicly by undergoing the baptism of John.”2


   But there were other people who did not accept God’s verdict, did not confess their sins, and did not receive John’s baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. By and large, the people who rejected the message of salvation were the scribes and Pharisees, who in many ways were the religious fundamentalists of their day. These men prided themselves on their obedience to God and wanted to be accepted on their own merit. They did not think they had any reason to repent, which is why they never submitted to John’s baptism. Frankly, they were offended by the idea that salvation came as a free gift for sinners. They thought people had to earn it, and for their own part, they were sure that they had done enough to deserve God’s reward. So the Pharisees rejected Jesus, as they had rejected John, and thus, they were not saved. Luke puts it like this: the scribes and Pharisees “rejected the purpose of God for themselves” (Luke 7:30). This does not mean that they had the power to frustrate God’s plans or overturn the decree of predestination. What it does mean is that they decided to reject the gift of salvation, which God freely and sincerely offers to everyone. God invited them to fulfill the true purpose of their existence by coming to him in repentance and faith, but instead they chose to live for themselves. 


   This is a serious warning for anyone involved in full-time Christian ministry. The Pharisees had the kind of spiritual pride that often goes with being a religious professional. It is a high privilege to study the sacred things of God, but as C. S. Lewis wisely said, “Sacred things may become profane by becoming matters of the job.”3 When that happens, we end up so far from God that we no longer see the seriousness of our sin. 


   This warning is not just for people in full-time ministry, however. It is for anyone who thinks that he or she is good enough for God. It is always tempting to think that we are better than the Bible says we really are. But Jesus tells us that we need to come to him confessing our sins. The only people who ever find salvation are the people who agree that God is right to say that they are unrighteous. Once we agree with that, we are ready to come to Jesus with a sincere repentance and a certain faith. 


   

   

 

PLAYING THE GAME RIGHT 

   To apply his teaching about faith and repentance, Jesus drew an analogy from daily life: 


    	To what then shall I compare the people of this generation, and what are they like? 	They are like children sitting in the marketplace and calling to one another, “We 	played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not 	weep.” For John the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine, and you 	say, “He has a demon.” The Son of Man has come eating and drinking, and you say, 	“Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” 	Yet wisdom is justified by all her children. (Luke 7:31–35) 


   


   In those days, boys and girls loved to play weddings and funerals. These were common events, and it is not surprising that children imitated the rituals they saw in the streets of their city. Sometimes they played weddings, dancing around the boy and girl pretending to be the bride and groom. Sometimes they played funerals, singing sad songs and pretending to cry. But some children were bored with all that. They did not want to play weddings or funerals. In fact, they did not want to play anything at all. So the other children would singsong an old taunt from the Jewish playground: “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not weep” (Luke 7:32). 


   This shows how much a man of the people Jesus was. He paid attention to children in the street and knew the nursery rhymes of his day. It also shows how much insight Jesus had into the true spiritual condition of the people who refused his grace, who were always looking for someone or something else. Jesus understood that it did not matter who preached to them: they simply refused to have anything to do with the salvation God had to offer. 


   First came John the Baptist—wearing wild clothes, eating strange foods, and preaching repentance. He would not play weddings; all he ever did was play funerals, crying about the judgment to come. John was much too primitive for the Pharisees, and far too condemning. When he had the audacity to tell them to repent of their sins, they decided that he had to be demon-possessed. 


   Then Jesus came, and the Pharisees did not want what he had to offer either. All of a sudden they changed their tune. The same people who demonized John for not playing weddings were scandalized by Jesus because he refused to play funerals! Strange as it may seem, Jesus had such a good time that he had a reputation for partying. All he ever did was spend time with notorious sinners, preaching about grace and offering mercy to people who did not even deserve it. His story was not a sad tragedy, but a joyful comedy, and Jesus spread this joy wherever he went. This violated people’s spiritual sensibilities. As far as the Pharisees were concerned, the way to gain God’s blessing was to be good and religious. Since they did not see any need to repent of their sin, they did not accept God’s grace in the gospel. They thought salvation was theirs by right, and they were offended by the idea that it came as a gift for sinners. 


   Some people are never satisfied! These people did not like John, and they would not listen to Jesus: “They would neither have the holiness and wrath of God, nor the love and forgiveness of God. All they wanted was a God small enough to compromise and to pretend that their imperfect keeping of the law was adequate, a salvation small enough for their merits to earn it.”4 Here is how Michael Wilcock describes their attitude: 


    	When they “piped,” and asked for a message that was undemanding and cheerful, John 	fasted and talked about sin; he was too gloomy, they wanted something brighter. But 	when they “wailed,” and expected from the rabbi of Nazareth a solemn discussion on 	morals and religion, Jesus went to parties and talked about salvation; he was too 	exhilarating, they wanted something more proper. For the news of the kingdom . . 	. will not fit in with men’s preconceived ideas, nor pander to their prejudices. 	It digs far deeper than their shallow understanding of the evils of Satan’s kingdom, 	and soars far higher than their low view of the glories of God’s kingdom.5


   


   How easy it is to be critical about anything and everything without ever entering into a saving relationship with Jesus Christ. Some people are always finding fault. They object that the church is too judgmental, or that it is soft on sin. They say that this or that congregation is not friendly enough, or maybe a little too friendly. They criticize Christians for being too intellectual or too simple, for being too serious or too emotional. They say the same thing about Jesus: he is too strict for them, or too permissive; he is too hard to understand, or else too unsophisticated. Like the Pharisees, they are always looking for some other savior, and always finding some excuse for not believing in Jesus. But the problem is not with Jesus; the problem is with them. 


   How ironic, and how truly sad, that Jesus was the Savior the Pharisees needed all along. They were offended because Jesus was “a friend of sinners” (Luke 7:34). Since they did not think that they were sinners, Jesus was no friend of theirs! But instead of being offended by Jesus, the Pharisees should have believed in him. Then they would have become the kind of children Jesus talked about in verse 35: not foolish children who try to make God dance to their own tune, but wise children who accept the salvation that God has given. 


   The children of wisdom are people who are justified by faith, who are “wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15). The way for us to be so wise is to see our need of repentance and to trust in Jesus Christ for salvation. Anyone who still has any doubts should go back to Jesus. Learn from his teaching. Look at his miracles. Listen to what the Bible says about his death and resurrection. Stop looking for someone or something else. If you are a sinner who needs a friend, then Jesus is the Savior for you. 
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 THE DEBT OF LOVE I OWE

   Luke 7:36–50
   


   “You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment. Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little.” (Luke 7:46–47) 


   They will know we are Christians by our love. This was the attitude that Christians in Egypt embraced during the third century, when a terrible plague overwhelmed the famous city of Alexandria. According to Dionysius the Great, it was the followers of Christ who had compassion on the sick, even at the cost of their own lives. “Most of our brother Christians,” he wrote, “showed unbounded love and loyalty, never sparing themselves and thinking only of one another. Heedless of danger, they took charge of the sick, attending to their every need and ministering to them in Christ, and with them departed this life serenely happy. . . . Many, in nursing and curing others, transferred their death to themselves and died in their stead.”1


   In those terrible days, the Christians showed a love that surpassed what anyone else was able to give. Dionysius went on to say this: “The heathen behaved in the very opposite way. At the first onset of the disease, they pushed the sufferers away and fled from their dearest, throwing them into the roads before they were dead, and treated unburied corpses as dirt, hoping thereby to avoid the spread and contagion of the fatal disease.”2 Even the famous physician Galen fled the city in fear. 


   What made the difference? What accounts for the extraordinary love that Christians showed to the dead and dying? Simply this: they had been forgiven. A life of love is the grateful response of a sinner who has found true forgiveness in Jesus Christ. 


   

   

 

THE EXTRAVAGANCE OF HER LOVE 

   Nowhere do we see the connection between love and forgiveness more clearly than in the story Luke told about a woman who anointed Jesus’ feet with her perfume. Here we see a clear contrast between the extravagant love of a forgiven sinner and the scornful contempt of a self-righteous man; Jesus also tells us what makes the difference. 


   Strangely enough, this incident occurred at a Pharisee’s house. As Luke tells us, “One of the Pharisees asked him to eat with him, and he went into the Pharisee’s house and took his place at the table” (Luke 7:36). Luke does not tell us why the Pharisee gave Jesus this invitation. Maybe he was curious. Maybe he wanted to test Jesus to see if he measured up to his spiritual standards. Maybe he wanted to earn the merit that was considered to come with hosting a rabbi for dinner.3 But whatever his reason, the man invited Jesus to dinner, and Jesus accepted. He was willing to eat with anyone . . . even a Pharisee. 


   While they were eating, something surprising happened—something so surprising that Luke introduces it with an exclamation: “And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner, when she learned that he was reclining at table in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster flask of ointment, and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head and kissed his feet and anointed them with the ointment” (Luke 7:37–38). 


   Here it helps to know something about dinner parties in biblical times. Homes had an open floor plan in those days, and a wealthy man like the Pharisee would host his guests in a courtyard. The meal would have been a semipublic occasion, more like a block party than a private dinner. It was not uncommon for people who were not invited to stop by for a chat, or even to sit around the edge of the courtyard. 


   What was uncommon was for a woman like this to show up at a house like this and do what she did for Jesus. We do not know her name. Some people have said that it was Mary Magdalene, but there is no reason to think that it was. Others say that it was a woman from Bethany, but that was something that happened much later in Jesus’ ministry, at a different place, and with different results (see Matt. 26:6–13). The only thing we know about this woman is that she was a notorious sinner. This is mentioned three times: by Luke (Luke 7:37), by the Pharisee (Luke 7:39), and by Jesus himself (Luke 7:47). People usually assume that she was some kind of prostitute, and they may be right. Luke describes her as someone off the streets, which gives the connotation of sexual sin. But in a way it doesn’t matter, because a sinner is a sinner. Whether she was a gossip or a call girl, she was still a sinner. 


   This is why she came to see Jesus. Sinful as she was, she knew that Jesus was the friend of sinners. His friendship has been apparent throughout this chapter as Jesus has shown compassion to the centurion, the widow, and other poor sinners who stand outside the people of God. Each episode 


    	describes a need which God alone can meet; and when we think of the people concerned, 	we realize that their “poverty” consists precisely in this—that in the eyes of Jesus’s 	contemporaries such people have no resources to meet those needs, because they have 	no claim on God: the centurion is a mere Gentile, the widow a mere female, the woman 	at the party a mere sinner. They are outside the circle of privilege. For God to 	help them at all they have to receive his help gratis.4


   


   The sinful woman was looking for free grace. So when she heard that Jesus was at the Pharisee’s house, she ran to him with her perfume, hoping to worship at his feet. When she arrived, there he was, reclining in the ancient style, with his legs stretched behind him and his feet away from the table. 


   At first the woman simply stood there, looking at Jesus with adoring eyes, not daring to touch him. But as she stood there, she was overcome with emotion. She probably told herself not to cry, but somehow she couldn’t help it. Here was the lover of her soul and the friend of her sinner’s heart. She thought about all the wrong things that she had done, using her body and her soul in the service of Satan. But somehow she knew that Jesus had mercy on her, and then the tears started to flow—tears of relief, gratitude, and joy. I read this Bible story to my son when he was a small boy of perhaps two. He could not understand why the woman was crying. “Why tears, Daddy?” he asked. The answer is that she was overwhelmed by the grace that God had given her in Jesus Christ. She was weeping with the gratitude of sin forgiven. 


   As the woman looked down, she realized that her Savior’s feet were wet with her tears. Without thinking, she began to wipe them with her hair. It was bad enough for a woman with her reputation to show up at a Pharisee’s house uninvited. But in those days it was shameful for a woman to let down her hair in public. In fact, the Talmud went so far as to say that a man could divorce his wife if she showed her hair to another man.5 But this woman no longer cared what other people thought. She was so in love with Jesus that she forgot herself entirely. Purely and passionately, but not erotically, she let her hair fall on his feet. 


   Nor did she stop there. The woman proceeded to pour her perfume on Jesus’ feet, anointing them with oil. Perfume was highly prized in those dusty days, so the woman was giving Jesus an expensive gift. It may have been the most precious thing she owned, but now she was pouring it all out for the glory of Jesus. 


   This was a gesture of humility. Ordinarily, perfume would have been used to anoint someone’s head. Only a slave would care for someone’s feet. But this woman was willing to take the position of a servant, trusting Jesus not to use her and abuse her the way that other men would and some men had. With reverence and submission, she washed her Master’s feet, giving him the highest honor. 


   This was also an expression of astonishing affection. When the woman poured out her perfume, she was pouring out her heart with the fragrance of her love. Then she kissed Jesus’ feet, and according to the tense of the verb, she went on kissing them. Here we see the extravagant love of a forgiven sinner. As Luke has revealed the true identity of Jesus Christ, he has shown people responding to him in faith. Now he shows someone responding to him in love. Thus we see that a disciple is a lover; Jesus desires the affection of our hearts as well as the faith of our minds. So greet him with extravagant affection. Fall into the arms of his love, bow at his feet in worship, and weep for joy that all your sins are forgiven. 


   

   

 

THE SCORN OF HIS CONTEMPT 

   The Pharisee who was with Jesus that day did none of these things. He was offended by what the woman was doing, embarrassed by her outward display of emotion. Luke tells us: “Now when the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, ‘If this man were a prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is a sinner’” (Luke 7:39). 


   Spoken like a true Pharisee! The man’s attitude was judgmental. He was quick to condemn other people for their sins, and when he did, he placed them in a different category from himself. He was righteous, but they were sinners. This was typical of the Pharisees we meet in the Gospels, with their holier-than-thou lifestyle. They were always looking down on people, snorting with indignation over their sins. 


   Notice the contempt in the Pharisee’s words. Not only did he call the woman “a sinner,” but he also alluded to “what sort of woman” she was. This was highly pejorative. Even the word “touching” may perhaps have sexual overtones, because elsewhere the same word is used with the connotation of sexual activity (see 1 Cor. 7:1). The Pharisee viewed the woman with disdain. 


   He had a similar attitude toward Jesus. Until now he had wondered whether Jesus might be a prophet. Now he was sure that he wasn’t, because prophets do not associate with sinners. Or at least that is what the Pharisee thought. For him, religion was all about being good. God was for good people, not for people whose lives were a mess. A righteous man should not have contact with known sinners. So if Jesus were a real prophet, he would have known better than to associate with this kind of woman. 


   A prayer letter from a gospel partner serving in the Middle East helps to set Simon’s attitude in its social context. She writes: 


    	The point that really struck me about Jesus’ response to the woman was its complete 	departure from what was socially acceptable. I’m not sure if one can really begin 	to grasp how shocking it was unless one has spent enough time in the Middle East 	for its attitudes to start melding with his own. The worst sin a woman can commit 	here is to lose, or appear to have lost, her virginity outside of marriage. The 	most important asset she has as a woman is her reputation. The whole honor of the 	family hangs on the reputation of its women. If a woman has nothing but her reputation 	as a chaste woman, she always has a chance to succeed; if she has everything but 	her reputation she is lost before she begins. And in some parts of the Arab world, 	all it takes for a woman to lose her reputation is to be seen speaking to a man who 	is not a relative. If a man, particularly a religious man, is known to have even 	spoken with such a “lost” woman, his reputation will follow hers down the drain. 	It is a hard system and it crosses religious lines. Now consider that same system 	but take it back 2000 years to a less forgiving time. Then think about Jesus’ encounter 	with the sinful woman. Shocking, isn’t it?6


   


   By thinking this way, the Pharisee thought that he was maintaining high moral standards, but in fact he was graceless, merciless, and loveless. As Kent Hughes puts it, he had “an arctic heart, a permafrost of the soul.”7 The only thing he could do with sinners was condemn them; he had no grace to give. 


   Here Luke is showing us two responses to Jesus, based on two totally different attitudes about sin and grace. There were many contrasts between these two people. One had a high social position, and the other was an outcast. One was a host, and the other was not even an invited guest. One was angry; one was overcome with joy. One was still evaluating Jesus, while the other had decided to trust him with her entire life. But the fundamental contrast was this: only one of them believed that God had grace for sinners. Even without saying a word, the woman proved by her actions that she trusted Jesus for the forgiveness of her sins. But the Pharisee had no room for grace in his theology. He believed that grace was unavailable to sinners like that woman and unnecessary for a righteous man like himself. 


   From the spiritual standpoint, which of these two people is more attractive? Which of them has the right response to Jesus? And honestly, which of them is more like you? We do well to consider whether we are more like the woman who came to Jesus with the joy of a forgiven sinner, or more like the man who thought that some people were not even good enough to be forgiven. 


   One way to test our grasp of God’s grace is to see how we respond to the people we think of as sinners. What we say about them, how we treat them, and what we do (or fail to do) to touch their lives with the love of Jesus Christ indicate our true understanding of God and his grace. Sadly, there are many Christians who refuse to get involved in the lives of people who are in spiritual trouble. They do not touch sinners, and they do not let sinners touch them. 


   Of course we need to stay away from unwise situations where we will be tempted to sin. But it is our calling as Christians to share the love of Christ with people who need his grace. In the same way that Jesus came to save lost sinners, and in the same way that he has touched our own lives, we are called to reach out with his love. The love of Christ is to govern our response to the girl at school who has a reputation for sleeping around, to the homeless man addicted to crack cocaine, to the openly gay couple in our apartment building, to the inmate with the violent record, to the family member who scorns the gospel, to the pastor who denies fundamental doctrines of the Christian faith. The love of Christ leads us to build relationships with the obvious sinners we know. Too often, we do not have relationships with them at all, or if we do, our contempt for their sin shows through. They can tell what we really think of them, and this hinders them from ever hearing the gospel we want to give them. 


   What would happen if we really believed that God has grace for sinners, loving them the way Jesus loved the woman at the Pharisee’s house? We are called to an embracing love that shuns evil without shunning sinners. When we live with this kind of love, it has the power to change people’s lives: not just the lives of others, but also our own. 


   

   

 

WHAT MAKES THE DIFFERENCE 

   This true story from the life of Christ does something more than merely show the contrast between two people: it also tells us what makes the difference. As the Pharisee sat muttering to himself and thinking unkind thoughts, Jesus interrupted and “said to him, ‘Simon, I have something to say to you.’ And he answered, ‘Say it, Teacher’” (Luke 7:40). The Pharisee was about to find out that Jesus really was a prophet. Not only did he know what kind of woman was washing his feet, but he also knew what kind of man was sitting across from him at the table! So Jesus told a little parable: “A certain moneylender had two debtors. One owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. When they could not pay, he cancelled the debt of both. Now which of them will love him more?” (Luke 7:41–42). 


   The answer was obvious, but Simon was wary, so he cautiously answered: “The one, I suppose, for whom he cancelled the larger debt.” He was right, of course. Five hundred denarii was nearly two years’ wages, and anyone forgiven a debt that large would be eternally grateful. So Jesus said, “You have judged rightly” (Luke 7:43). 


   Jesus was not really talking about economics, however; he was talking about the great debt of our sin, and about the grace of God that demands our gratitude. So he proceeded to apply his parable: “Then turning toward the woman he said to Simon, ‘Do you see this woman?’” (Luke 7:44). In one sense Simon did see the woman; he had been looking at her with scorn ever since she started touching Jesus. But in another sense he did not see her at all—at least not the way God saw her. Simon was looking at her the way she used to be, not seeing the new woman she was becoming in Christ. 


   As Simon looked at her again, Jesus tried to help him see himself too. He said: “I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet, but she has wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You gave me no kiss, but from the time I came in she has not ceased to kiss my feet. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she has anointed my feet with ointment” (Luke 7:44–46). Simon had done almost nothing for Jesus. He did not even fulfill the basic duties of ordinary hospitality. He did not provide a basin of water for Jesus to wash his feet, or greet him with a kiss, or put oil on his forehead. He was barely hospitable. This rude response shows that Simon had almost as much contempt for Jesus as he had for the sinful woman. Rather than honoring Jesus with common courtesy, Simon treated him with arrogant indifference. Simon may have been religious, but he had no love for Jesus. 


   How often do we treat Jesus the same way? We have invited him into our hearts, perhaps, but there is more hospitality for us to give: the honor of our worship and the greeting of our prayer. If we have neglected these privileges, remaining indifferent to the presence of Jesus in our lives, then we have treated the Son of God with shocking contempt. 


   By contrast, the woman did everything she could for Jesus. She did everything the Pharisee failed to do, and more. She did not bring water; she wet Jesus’ feet with her tears. She did not kiss him on the cheek; she kept on kissing and kissing his feet, like a servant. She did not anoint his head with oil; she anointed his feet, and wiped them with her long, beautiful hair. The woman surpassed the Pharisee in every respect. What made the difference? To Jesus, the answer was obvious: she had been forgiven. He said to Simon, “Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little” (Luke 7:47). 


   At this point the meaning of the parable becomes clear. It is the forgiven who make the best lovers. The more people have been forgiven, the more they love, as even Simon had to admit. So what did the woman’s passion for Jesus say about her? It proved that the great debt of her sin had been forgiven. Everyone knew that she was a sinner, including the woman herself, and also Jesus, who did not overlook her many sins. Jesus knew the full extent of her sin, as he always does. Nevertheless, this woman was fully forgiven, as the story tells us not once, but three times (verses 47, 48, and 49), and this meant that she was no longer defined by her depravity. She had discovered that with Jesus there is enough forgiveness for all our sin, even if we feel that we are the biggest sinners in the world. How do we know that she was forgiven? It was obvious from her love. Her gratitude was the proof that she had received God’s grace. 


   But where did this leave Simon? What did his response reveal about the true condition of his heart? Well, the less people have been forgiven, the less they love, and since he loved so little, it is doubtful whether he had even been forgiven at all. Maybe his sins were less obvious, and maybe they were smaller than the kinds of sins that the woman committed, but he was a debtor too. The real difference between them was not the size of their debt, but the fact that only one of them had been forgiven. This was clear from the way that the Pharisee treated Jesus—not with warm gratitude, but with cold indifference. When Jesus said, “he who is forgiven little, loves little” (Luke 7:47), he was obviously talking about Simon the Pharisee. 


   Once again, this story searches our own hearts, compelling us to consider whether we have an obvious and extravagant affection for Jesus Christ, or else place all kinds of limits on how much of ourselves we are willing to give away in ministry. See the full extent of your sin, rather than always thinking that other people are bigger sinners than you are. Do not be like the wealthy duchess whom the Countess of Huntingdon invited to hear the great evangelist George Whitefield. That proud woman was offended to receive the invitation because she had heard about Whitefield’s theology, and she did not want anyone telling her that she needed to repent. She wrote: “It is monstrous to be told, that you have a heart as sinful as the common wretches that crawl on the earth. This is highly offensive and insulting; and I cannot but wonder that your Ladyship should relish any sentiments so much at variance with high rank and good breeding.”8 Instead of insisting on our own righteousness, it is better for us to say, as Francis of Assisi said, “There is nowhere a more wretched and miserable sinner than I.”9


   The more we feel that we do not need to be forgiven, the more self-righteous we become, and the more self-righteous we become, the less love we give. We only do the minimum; we do not pour out our lives like fragrant perfume. If we love Jesus so little, it can only be because we have little idea how much we have been forgiven. The way to get a better idea about this is not to go out and become bigger sinners; all we need to do is see how big our sins already are. This means being honest about the sinfulness of our worry, our greed, our gossip, and our rage. And it means coming back to God again and again in repentance, even after we first come to Christ. 


   The power of gospel forgiveness can be illustrated from the dramatic difference it is making in the lives of Kurdish Muslim women. James Peterson of the Lutheran Orient Mission Society believes that “Jesus is great news for Muslim women.” Peterson recounts the conversation he had with a woman who had telephoned long distance from Kurdistan. When she claimed that she was meeting with thirty other women “in the name of Jesus,” Peterson asked whether they had left Muhammad. “Of course, brother,” she replied, “we need the gospel.” One candidate for the Kurdish parliament agreed. “We have to do something for the women,” he said.“The refugee women are being driven to prostitution to feed their children. It is our shame. It is the fruit of Muhammad; Islam shows no mercy to a woman once she is soiled. There is no salvation for her.”10


   But there is salvation for everyone in Jesus. When we have a deep sense of our own personal sin against God—seeing how sinful we really are—we may fully grasp the wonder of his grace for us in Christ. Only then do we know how large our debt was—the debt of sin that could be canceled only at Calvary. Only then do we know how many of our sins Jesus had to pay for when he died on the cross. And only then do we know the great debt of love that we now owe to God. 


   

   

 

FAITH COMES FIRST 

   It is absolutely crucial to get these things in the right order. First comes the forgiveness of our sins through Christ’s death on the cross; then comes our grateful response of love for Jesus. 


   Throughout this passage Jesus has been reasoning from love (or lack thereof) back to forgiveness (or its absence). But the forgiveness must come first. Sometimes the wording of verse 47 gives people the impression that it was the other way around, that it was the woman’s love that led Jesus to forgive her: “her sins are forgiven—for she loved much” (Luke 7:47). The word “for” almost seems to suggest that her love was the cause of her forgiveness. Sometimes people get the same impression from the verse that follows, in which Jesus “said to her, ‘Your sins are forgiven’” (Luke 7:48). Indeed, Roman Catholic theologians use this passage to argue that justification is not by faith alone, but by love combined with faith.11 However, this interpretation goes against the sense of the entire passage. The woman did not earn forgiveness by her love. No, the point of the parable and of everything else Jesus said to Simon was that her love was the proof of her prior forgiveness. 


   This is confirmed by the grammar of verse 47. Here the word “for” has the sense of “seeing that,” as the Greek allows. And when Jesus says that the woman’s sins “are forgiven,” he uses the perfect tense. He is talking about something that has already happened. He does not say when or how. Presumably the woman had been in contact with him and come under the influence of his teaching. But however it happened, her actions proved that she was forgiven. The Jerusalem Bible offers a helpful translation: “For this reason I tell you that her sins, her many sins, must have been forgiven, or she would not have shown such great love.” Her love was not the cause of her forgiveness, but its confirmation. 


   Why, then, did Jesus tell the woman in verse 48 that her sins were forgiven? If she was already forgiven—and her actions proved that she was—then why did Jesus say it again? He may have done this to reassure the woman that she truly was forgiven. Sometimes sinners have trouble believing that God really does have grace for them, so Jesus said it again. The Bible does the same thing for us whenever we doubt that we can be forgiven. To help us know for sure that we are forgiven in Christ, it reminds us that “if we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). 


   Yet there is another reason why Jesus may have announced that the woman was forgiven: to show the other people who were there that he had the authority to forgive sins. J. C. Ryle calls verse 48 “a public and authoritative declaration” of forgiveness.12 Whether this is what Jesus had in mind or not, what he said certainly attracted people’s attention: “Then those who were at table with him began to say among themselves, ‘Who is this, who even forgives sins?’” (Luke 7:49; cf. 5:21). When Jesus said that the woman’s sins were forgiven, there was a buzz of astonishment around the table. People were surprised, not so much because they did not think the woman needed or deserved to be forgiven, but because they could not believe that Jesus had the authority to forgive her sins. As Hannah Arendt has said, “It is his insistence on the ‘power to forgive,’ even more than his performance of miracles, that shocks the people.”13 Who did Jesus think he was? The question they asked is one of those gospel questions that invite us to make a response: who is this Jesus? He is God the Son, and therefore he has the divine right to forgive sinners. Once again, Luke is helping us know for sure that Jesus is the Christ. 


   Any lingering doubts we may have about the relationship between faith, love, and forgiveness are resolved in the final verse of the passage, where Jesus says, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace” (Luke 7:50; cf. Rom. 5:1). Having justified the woman by faith, Jesus sent her away in peace to serve God. This is a key verse, because Luke wrote his Gospel to show how Jesus came “to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). Here is a perfect example. To “save” is to do everything necessary to rescue us from our fallen situation. So how was this woman saved? Why were her sins forgiven? On what basis did she receive eternal life? Not by the merit of her love, but by the trust of her faith. The love came later, as a response to her forgiveness. But she was saved by faith. 


   This clarifies the true biblical way of salvation. God does not ask us to prove our love for him before he will save us. No, he offers forgiveness as a free gift of his love. Then, once our sins are forgiven, the right and natural response is for us to love him in return. It is not the love we show for Jesus that causes him to forgive us; it is his forgiveness that causes us to love. 


   Have your sins been forgiven through faith in Jesus Christ? If so, then what extravagant love are you showing Jesus in return? John Newton is famous for writing “Amazing Grace,” which is a hymn of gratitude for sins forgiven. But Newton did not find it easy to love Jesus, any more than most of us do. “So much forgiven, so little, little love,” he wrote just a few weeks before composing his famous hymn. “So many mercies, so few returns. Such great privileges, and a life so sadly below them.”14


   Most Christians feel like John Newton sometimes: loveless towards our loving and forgiving Savior. But there are ways for us to show more love to Jesus. Not by kissing him, or anointing him with perfume, or wiping his feet with our hair, perhaps, but there are other ways. We can do it by singing his praise with passion. We can do it by speaking words of affection to Jesus in prayer. We can do it by telling him that we are sorry for our many, many sins. And we can do it by reaching out to other sinners who need his grace—people no one else would touch. This is the debt we owe for all the sins that God has forgiven: not just tears and perfume, but lives poured out in love for Jesus. 
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 THE PARABLE OF PARABLES

   Luke 8:1–15
   


   “A sower went out to sow his seed. . . . And some fell into good soil and grew and yielded a hundredfold.” As he said these things, he called out, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” (Luke 8:5, 8) 


   Everyone loved Jesus (with the exception of a few Pharisees, scribes, and Sadducees). In the early days of his public ministry, large crowds followed him everywhere he went. But he was especially popular among women. Indeed, there has never been a man whose personality and teaching were more attractive to women than Jesus Christ. 


   From the beginning of his Gospel, Luke has paid special attention to the women whose lives were transformed by the coming of Christ. He introduced us to barren old Elizabeth, who trusted God for the gift of a son. He gave us a window into the soul of Mary, who sang Jesus his lullabies. He showed us salvation through the eyes of Anna, who waited for Christ at the temple. He documented the miracles that Jesus performed for Peter’s mother-in-law and the widow of Nain. He poured perfume on the pages of his Gospel by introducing the sinful woman at the Pharisee’s house. 


   Is it any wonder that these women loved Jesus? He satisfied their heart’s desires with the gift of salvation. He had compassion on them in sickness and sorrow. He forgave their sins. In response, they became some of his first and most devoted disciples. Indeed, Burgon notes that “no woman is mentioned as speaking against our Lord in His life, or having a share in His death. On the contrary, He was anointed by a woman for His burial;—women were the last at His grave and the first at his resurrection;—to a woman He first appeared when He rose again;—women ministered to His wants;—women bewailed and lamented Him; a heathen woman interceded for His life with her husband, Pilate;—and, above all, of a woman He was born.”1


   

   

 

THE WOMEN WHO SUPPORTED JESUS 

   Women are mentioned again at the beginning of chapter 8, where Luke tells us that Jesus “went on through cities and villages, proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. And the twelve were with him, and also some women” (Luke 8:1–2). 


   Jesus was on a preaching tour, fulfilling his mission to preach the gospel to the lost sinners of Israel. Town by town, he preached the good news of the kingdom of God. As usual, he had his entourage with him—loyal followers who helped him in his ministry and tried to learn as much as they could along the way. The twelve disciples were there, of course. These were the men Jesus had chosen to mentor in ministry. But there were also some women in the group. Luke thought it important for us to know that there were women near the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples. He describes them as “some women who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities,” and he mentions three of them by name: “Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s household manager, and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out of their means” (Luke 8:2–3). 


   All of these women had experienced the saving power of Jesus Christ. Mary Magdalene had been possessed by seven demons—fallen angels who preyed upon her spiritual weakness and bent her will to their evil purpose. Many people have speculated about Mary’s past, and she has often been accused of sexual immorality, but there is nothing about this in the Bible. All we know is that Jesus delivered her from demons. He also delivered Joanna, who had connections at the royal palace, and a woman named Susanna. The Bible does not tell us anything more about how these women came to Christ. It simply tells us that they were healed from their infirmities. This is enough for us to know, because it assures us that Jesus has the power to heal both women and men from the ravages of sin.


   The miracles that Jesus performed for these women were only the beginning of his work in their lives. He also invited them to learn from his teaching ministry. This was remarkable, because in those days rabbis generally did not teach women; theology was only for men. But Jesus wanted to do more for these women than forgive their sins: he wanted to disciple their minds. To that end, he instructed them in his Word. 


   These women, in turn, supported Jesus in his public ministry. This was necessary, because Jesus and his disciples owned almost nothing. They had nowhere to live, and as they traveled around Israel, they had no way to provide for their daily needs. But in the providence of God, these women supplied what Jesus needed. They may well have had a fair amount of money, but whether they were wealthy or not, they put what they had at Jesus’ disposal. They wanted everyone to hear the good news of God’s grace. 


   This shows that there is more than one way for a woman to show her love for Jesus Christ. Some women are called to anoint Jesus’ feet, like the sinful woman at the Pharisee’s house. There is a place for their love in the church—a place for adoring Jesus with the sweet perfume of extravagant worship, in which mind, heart, soul, and strength are totally absorbed in praising God. But there is also a place for serving Jesus in more practical ways, like paying the bills. This too is loving service for Christ. Whatever God has given us—whether it is the treasure of a loving heart or the gold of earthly gain—we are called to use it for his glory.


   The women who followed Jesus served him to the very end. Unlike most of his other disciples, they followed their Savior to the cross and to the grave, before meeting him on the far side of the resurrection. None of them ever denied Jesus, which led Norval Geldenhuys to comment: “What a challenge and inspiration it must be for every woman to consider that, while nowhere in the four Gospels is mention made of any women who were hostile to Jesus, there are numerous references to ministration and marks of honor which they accorded Him.”2 The faithfulness of these worthy women is an example for every disciple. As we have the opportunity, and according to our gifts, we are called to share God’s Word, pray for the ministry of those who preach the gospel, and give money to support Christian workers. As you follow Jesus, support the work of his Word in the world. 


   

   

 

THE PARABLE OF THE SOILS 

   The women who provided for Jesus were devoted to his teaching—the kind of teaching we find in Luke 8. Jesus had been “bringing the good news of the kingdom of God” (Luke 8:1; cf. 4:43), and as he preached, he used an illustration from the world of agriculture: 


    	And when a great crowd was gathered and people from town after town came to him, 	he said in a parable: “A sower went out to sow his seed. And as he sowed, some fell 	along the path and was trampled underfoot, and the birds of the air devoured it. 	And some fell on the rock, and as it grew up, it withered away, because it had no 	moisture. And some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up with it and choked it. 	And some fell into good soil and grew and yielded a hundredfold.” As he said these 	things, he called out, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” (Luke 8:4–8) 


   


   This is the first major parable in Luke’s Gospel. We have already encountered one or two shorter parables, like the house on the sand (Luke 6:46–49) and the story of the two debtors (Luke 7:41–43), but this is the longest parable so far. In a way, it is the mother of all parables because Jesus used it to explain why he spoke in parables, and what they were supposed to accomplish in the lives of the people who heard them. 


   This particular parable is often called “The Parable of the Sower,” because the sower seems to be the main character. It was a familiar scene in ancient Israel: a farmer with a bag of grain slung over his shoulder, rhythmically moving his arm back and forth, casting seed on the ground. In fact, the crowd may have been watching someone sow right then and there, while they were listening to Jesus. But as we shall see, the parable is about the seed and the soil as much as it is about the sower. 


   There are two steps in understanding any parable: first interpretation, then application. First we need to understand what the parable means, then we need to put it into practice. But interpretation always comes first. Since the disciples were new to all this, they came right out and asked Jesus for an explanation: “And when his disciples asked him what this parable meant, he said, ‘To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of God, but for others they are in parables, so that “seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not understand”’” (Luke 8:9–10). 


   This explanation challenges the conventional wisdom about parables. People usually think of them as stories Jesus told to make it easier to understand the kingdom of God, and sometimes that is exactly what the parables do. That is not their usual purpose, however. Sometimes they actually prevent people from understanding the kingdom of God. The stories are easy enough to follow, but their meaning is much harder to discern. If we define a parable as “an earthly story with a heavenly meaning,” it is the heavenly part that is hard to understand. 


   Jesus went so far as to describe his parables as “secrets of the kingdom of God” (Luke 8:10). The word “secret” suggests that parables conceal as well as reveal. In the Bible, a secret (or a “mystery,” as it is sometimes translated) is not something only God knows, but something he has also revealed to his people. It is something about salvation that no one would know anything about unless God revealed it. But now that God has revealed it, it is more like an open secret. 


   In this case, Jesus told his disciples that they had been “given” the secrets of the kingdom, and then he explained the parable. He gave his disciples the gift of saving knowledge. But Jesus did not give this gift to everyone. Not everyone was in on the secret. Indeed, the very same parable that gave the disciples knowledge of the kingdom also kept some people from knowing Christ. The reason Jesus taught in parables was so that some people would not understand. By way of explanation, Jesus quoted the prophet Isaiah, who said: “Keep on hearing, but do not understand; keep on seeing, but do not perceive” (Isa. 6:9). In the context of Isaiah’s ministry, people had rebelled against God’s word, and as part of his judgment against their sin, God would harden them in their unbelief. According to the mysterious and sovereign will of God, some people are given to understand, and some are not. Understanding the parables requires spiritual discernment, which only comes from the Holy Spirit working in a person’s life. Thus the parables have a twofold purpose: they teach spiritual truth to people who believe in Jesus, and at the same time they deliberately harden unbelievers in their unbelief. The same parable has different effects on different people, and what makes the difference is the grace of God and faith in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit. 


   Another way to say this is that the parables discriminate. God uses them to differentiate between those who are inside and those who are outside his kingdom. At the time Jesus began to teach in parables, huge crowds were following him. But how many people were there to listen—really listen—to what Jesus had to say? People were following him for all kinds of reasons. Because the parables were so enigmatic, they would reveal the difference between people who were there only to be entertained, and people (like the disciples) who were willing to make the effort to understand spiritual truth. As Leon Morris explains it, Jesus was looking “for more than a superficial adherence, so He intensified His use of parables, stories which yielded their meaning only to those who were prepared to search for them. The parables demand thought and spiritual earnestness. They separate the sincere seeker from the casual hearer.”3 We should not be surprised, therefore, when some people fail to grasp the clear meaning of a parable that can only be understood by faith. From the beginning, it was Jesus’ intention that the parables would harden some people in their unbelief, while at the same time they would help other people understand his kingdom. 


   

   

 

BAD SOIL 

   Having explained the general purpose of his parables, Jesus began to interpret the parable of the soils. He said, “Now the parable is this: The seed is the word of God” (Luke 8:11). Immediately we know that this parable (unlike some of the parables) is a kind of allegory. There is a direct connection between the down-to-earth details of the parable and deep spiritual truths. The seed represents the word of God, which implies that the sower is God himself, or perhaps one of the men who preaches his gospel. 


   Like a seed, the good news about Jesus Christ has the power of life in it, and under the right conditions of the heart, it will spring up to salvation. But the conditions have to be right, and whether the seed will grow or not depends on where it falls. Not everyone is equally receptive to the word of God. In order to show this, Jesus compared four kinds of people to four kinds of soil (or else two kinds of soil—good and bad—with the bad soil described three different ways). Each soil represents a different condition of the heart, a different response to the gospel, and a different destiny. Sadly, only one of the four ever bears any good spiritual fruit. 


   The first kind of heart is hard and indifferent. Jesus said, “The ones along the path are those who have heard. Then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, so that they may not believe and be saved” (Luke 8:12). Here Jesus draws on a common experience for farmers in those days, when footpaths often cut right through their fields. Inevitably, some of their seed fell on hard pathways, where it never had a chance to germinate. Before long, it was trampled by passersby or became easy prey for hungry birds. 


   The same thing happens when the word of God falls on the heart of a hardened sinner: it never penetrates the mind, or touches the conscience, or enters the heart. It just seems to go in one ear and out the other. Such a heart is not prepared to receive the gospel. Before God’s word has a chance to do any spiritual good, the devil swoops down like an angry old crow to snatch it away (which is easy to do when someone’s heart is so hard). 


   This explains why some people can hear the gospel many times without ever having it make any impression on them. The problem does not lie in the word itself, or in the way it is presented, but in the hearts of the people who hear it. They may be hardened by bitter experiences in life, or by an unjustified prejudice against God, or by an unwillingness to turn away from their sin, or by cold indifference to spiritual truth. Whatever the reason, God’s word never gets into their lives. 


   They also have someone working against them—a diabolical enemy who will do everything in his power to keep them from thinking about God’s word. Notice why the devil does this: “so that they may not believe and be saved” (Luke 8:12). If he could, Satan would prevent everyone from ever hearing the gospel. He knows that hearing the gospel brings salvation, which is the last thing he wants to see. Also notice when the devil does this. He does it as soon as the word is preached, for Jesus said: “Then the devil comes and takes away the word” (Luke 8:12). Whenever the seed is sown, the devil is at work to steal it right from the hearers’ hearts. He knows that if he waits, the person who hears God’s word might think about it long enough to believe it and come to Christ. In order to prevent this from happening, he snatches the seed before it has a chance to grow. Nowhere is Satan more active in doing this than in a church that preaches the gospel. J. C. Ryle wrote: 


    	Nowhere does he labor so hard to stop the progress of that which is good, and to 	prevent men and women being saved. From him come wandering thoughts and roving imaginations,—listless 	minds and dull memories,—sleepy eyes and fidgety nerves,—weary ears and distracted 	attention. In all these things Satan has a great hand. People wonder where they come 	from, and marvel how it is that they find sermons so dull, and remember them so badly! 	They forget the parable of the sower. They forget the devil.4


   


   Be sure not to forget the devil! Ask God to soften the hard ground of your heart so that you can take in the word, believe it before the devil stops you, and be saved. 


   

   

 

MORE BAD SOIL 

   A second kind of heart is shallow and superficial. Jesus said, “And the ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy. But these have no root; they believe for a while, and in time of testing fall away” (Luke 8:13). This, too, was a common difficulty for Palestinian farmers. In many places they had only a few inches of soil to work with before they reached the bedrock. A plant may grow in such conditions, sometimes quite rapidly, but it will not survive. The soil simply is not deep enough to sustain life. The plant cannot get enough moisture, so when the hot desert sun comes out, it will shrivel and die. 


   The same thing happens when some people hear the gospel. They are happy to hear it, and at first the word seems to give them life. They have a kind of faith. In some sense they believe in Christ, at least for a little while, and they seem to be full of joy. But it cannot last because they are not rooted. Soon trouble comes and they fall away from the Christian faith, or, to use the proper term for it, they “apostatize.” What seemed to be a commitment to Christ turns out not to have been faith at all, because true saving faith perseveres. When it is tested in the burning heat, it does not wither, but as Peter said, it comes out shining like pure gold (1 Peter 1:7). 


   This helps us see how important it is to be honest about the hardships of the Christian life. When we first come to Christ, we may have so much joy that it is easy to imagine all our troubles are over. We need to know, therefore, that in following Christ we are walking in the footsteps of a suffering Savior. Times of testing are bound to come, and if we are not rooted in the gospel of the cross, our shallow and superficial faith will fail. 


   This also helps us see how important it is to become a disciple in the true biblical sense. Making a so-called decision for Christ can be the first step in a life of faith, but if that is all that ever happens, it quickly becomes apparent that we are not really Christians. According to Jesus, there is a kind of believing that springs up very quickly and enthusiastically, but does not endure because it never takes root in the gospel. The problem is not the enthusiasm, of course. There is real excitement in coming to Christ because it changes our whole perspective on everything. Furthermore, the gospel demands an emotional response, bringing feelings of deep, true joy. But these feelings alone are not sufficient. What we need is a firm grasp on the realities of Christ’s saving work: his death on the cross and his resurrection from the grave. The only faith that endures is one that is based on who Jesus is and what he has done, not one that is based on how we happen to feel. 


   It is often surprising to see how far some people seem to go in the Christian life before falling away. Yet it has always been this way. Back in the third century Cyril of Alexandria lamented the way some people “joyfully receive instruction,” yet “when they go out of the churches, at once they forget the sacred doctrines and go about in their customary course, not having stored up within themselves any thing for their future benefit. . . . When persecution troubles them and the enemies of the truth attack the churches of the Savior, their heart does not love the battle, and their mind throws away the shield and flees.”5


   J. C. Ryle observed the same thing when he was preaching in Liverpool back in the nineteenth century: 


    	It is quite possible to feel great pleasure, or deep alarm, under the preaching of 	the Gospel, and yet to be utterly destitute of the grace of God. The tears of some 	hearers of sermons, and the extravagant delight of others, are no certain marks 	of conversion. We may be warm admirers of favourite preachers, and yet remain nothing 	better than stony-ground hearers. Nothing should content us but a deep, humbling, 	self-mortifying work of the Holy Ghost, and a heart-union with Christ.6


   


   It happens all the time: people who once seemed very excited about Christianity fall away from the faith. A high school student who was enthusiastic about going to youth group falls in with a bad crowd. A girl who grew up in Sunday school goes off to college and starts sleeping with her boyfriend. A couple that went to church when they were dating drifts away after they get married. A man who said he wanted to get serious about spiritual growth gets back into online pornography. A skeptic who seemed to be convinced about the truth of Jesus Christ moves on to another religion, or no religion at all. We pray that people like this will come back to Christ, and some of them probably will. But the sad reality is that some people who seem to believe never get rooted in the gospel. As Helmut Thielicke once wrote, “there is nothing more disintegrating than people who have been merely ‘brushed’ by Christianity, people who have been sown with a thousand seeds but in whose lives there is no depth and no rootage. Therefore, they fall when the first whirlwind comes along. It is half-Christians who always flop in the face of the first catastrophe that happens, because their dry intellectuality and their superficial emotionalism do not stand the test.”7


   Do you have a faith that can stand the test? Only if you are holding on to a gospel that goes down more than two inches deep. Otherwise, what you think is faith will fail and you will fall away the first time you face any real difficulty in the Christian life. Trouble is the test of true Christian faith. When troubles come, the rootless will fall away, but faithful Christians will grow stronger through their pain. 


   

   

 

THREE BAD WEEDS 

   There is a third kind of heart that seems to grow even faster than the others, but still never bears any good spiritual fruit. This kind of heart is preoccupied and distracted. Jesus said, “And as for what fell among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their fruit does not mature” (Luke 8:14). Every gardener has seen this happen. Good plants never seem to grow as fast as weeds, and sometimes weeds take over the whole garden. Vegetable plants have trouble getting the sunlight that they need to grow, and as a result, they never produce any good fruit. Whatever fruit they do produce is immature, and therefore useless. 


   The same thing can happen spiritually. Jesus mentioned three weeds that choke off spiritual growth. One is the weed of trouble. Sometimes the cares of life are so distracting that we forget to nurture the life of the soul. We spend so much time worrying about our health, or a family conflict, or a work situation that we fail to give God the service he requires. Our miseries get in the way of ministry. 


   But Jesus did not stop there. He went on to say that the good things in life can be just as distracting as the bad things. It is not just our toils and cares that stunt our growth, but also our riches and pleasures. Taking a vacation, buying a car, remodeling our home—these things are all good in themselves, but they easily distract us from the kind of sacrificial obedience that helps us to grow in Christ. J. C. Ryle wisely said: 


    	The things of this life form one of the greatest dangers which beset a Christian’s 	path. The money, the pleasures, the daily business of the world, are so many traps 	to catch souls. Thousands of things, which in themselves are innocent, become, when 	followed to excess, little better than soul-poisons, and helps to hell. Open sin 	is not the only thing that ruins souls. In the midst of our families, and in the 	pursuit of our lawful callings, we have need to be on our guard. Except we watch 	and pray, these temporal things may rob us of heaven, and smother every sermon we 	hear. We may live and die thorny-ground hearers.8


   


   There are many examples of this in the Bible. Consider Esau, who sold his birthright for a bowl of stew (see Gen. 25:29–34), or Demas, whose love for this world caused him to leave the mission field (see 2 Tim. 4:10). The same thing can happen to us. Like the people in the parable, we hear the word of God, but we are preoccupied with the cares of life. Or we are distracted by the endless opportunities we have for immediate gratification and the incessant buzz of entertainment media. We turn on the TV instead of opening our Bibles. We get on the Internet instead of having a meaningful conversation with a friend. We go out and have fun with people we enjoy rather than reaching out to someone in pain. The things we do may not be wrong in themselves, but they do not have to be wrong to get in the way of our spiritual growth. We make time for everything else except developing a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ. As a result, we never become the men and women that God is calling us to become. If we bear any fruit at all, it “does not mature,” as Jesus said, and is of little use to the kingdom of God. 


   

   

 

GOOD HEART, GOOD FRUIT 

   There are so many things that can get in the way of growing good spiritual fruit. William Cowper wrote about this in a poem called “The Sower”: 


    	The seed that finds a stony soil,
　 	Shoots forth a hasty blade;
 	But ill repays the sower’s toil,
　 	Soon withered, scorched, and dead.


   


    	The thorny ground is sure to balk
　 	All hopes of harvest there;
 	We find a tall and sickly stalk,
　 	But not the fruitful ear.


   


    	The beaten path and high-way side
　 	Receive the trust in vain;
 	The watchful birds the spoil divide,
　 	And pick up all the grain.9


   


   Given all the bad things that can happen to good seed, it seems almost amazing that anything ever grows at all. But good fruit does grow. As Cowper also wrote: 


    	But where the Lord of grace and power
　 	Has blessed the happy field;
 	How plenteous is the golden store
　 	The deep-wrought furrows yield!


   


   Jesus ended his parable with a golden harvest from the last and best kind of soil—a heart that is good and fruitful. He said, “As for that in the good soil, they are those who, hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bear fruit with patience” (Luke 8:15). When good seed is sown in good soil, it yields an abundant harvest—what Jesus described back in verse 8 as “a hundredfold.” 


   A good heart is not so hardened by sin that Satan can snatch away the good seed of God’s word. It is not so shallow that it withers in the heat of persecution. It is not so distracted that it gets choked off by life’s troubles and pleasures. Instead, it stays rooted in the word of God, and as a result, it bears a bountiful harvest. 


   Notice how Jesus described this kind of heart. It is a heart that holds on to God’s word: reading it regularly, believing what it says about sin and salvation, and living in obedience to its commands. This heart is also an honest heart—one that is sincere in its desire to grow in the knowledge of God. It is a good heart—one that has been made good by the grace of God. It is a patient heart—one that perseveres through life’s trials without giving up on God. Such a heart will always bear good fruit, because when it is planted in a good heart, the good seed of God’s word grows a harvest of love, patience, righteousness, and all the other fruits of godliness. 


   Knowing this encourages us to keep sharing God’s word. Will everyone listen to it? Will everyone believe it and grow by it? No, depending on where the word falls, it may or may not grow. Some people would not even listen to Jesus himself, so it should not surprise us if they do not listen to us either. But we are called to keep sharing the gospel. In one of his sermons on this passage, Charles Spurgeon made this point in the strongest possible terms: 


    	What the minister has to do, is to go forth in his Master’s name and scatter precious 	truth. If he knew where the best soil was to be found, perhaps he might limit himself 	to that which had been prepared by the plough of conviction. But not knowing men’s 	hearts, it is his business to preach the gospel to every creature—to throw a handful 	on that hard heart yonder, and another handful on that overgrown heart, which is 	full of cares and riches and pleasures of this world. He has to leave the fate of 	the seed in the care of the Master who gave it to him, for well he understands that 	he is not responsible for the harvest, he is only responsible for the care, the fidelity, 	and the integrity with which he scatters the seed, right and left with both his hands. 	. . . We are bound to preach the gospel, whether men will hear, or whether they will 	forbear. Let men’s hearts be what they may, I am not loosed from my obligation to 	sow the seed on the rock as well as in the furrow, on the highway as well as in the 	ploughed field.10


   


   Yet the parable ends with the good news that as we sow the gospel, some people will believe it and bear good fruit. God is faithful to his word, and in the end he will have his harvest. Simon Kistemaker comments: 


    	The emphasis of the parable is the farmer’s ups and downs in growing a crop. He may 	lose his crop, in this case three times, but in the end reap an abundant harvest. 	In the same way, missionaries, evangelists, and pastors are keenly aware of hardened 	hearts, hostile responses, and dismal failures among their hearers. But convinced 	of the innate power of God’s Word, they continue to preach and, consequently, expect 	an astonishing harvest. The parable assures gospel preachers and teachers of growing 	success in spite of the fact that some of their hearers reject the message of salvation.11


   


   Like the other parables, the parable of the soils searches our hearts. As Jesus talks about the different kinds of soil, and the different spiritual conditions they represent, we recognize that we are all in this parable somewhere. This should cause us to ask some serious questions: “How am I responding to God’s word? Is my heart like shallow ground, or am I deeply rooted in the grace of God? Are pain and pleasure distracting me from the work that God wants to do in my life? Am I doing anything to help people hear the gospel, like the worthy women who supported Jesus in his public ministry? What is the real condition of my heart?” 


   Usually when people listen to a sermon they make some kind of evaluation. “I thought that was a really good sermon,” they say, or perhaps they say that it wasn’t very good at all. Either way, the sermon is what they want to assess. But according to the parable of the soils, it is really God’s word that evaluates us, because the way we respond shows what is in our hearts. Good hearing is just as important as good preaching. If the gospel is truly preached, then what we say about the sermon says more about us than it does about the sermon. He who has ears to hear, let him hear. 
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 JUST DO IT

   Luke 8:16–21
   


   “Take care then how you hear, for to the one who has, more will be given, and from the one who has not, even what he thinks that he has will be taken away.” (Luke 8:18) 


   The opening ceremonies of the 2002 Winter Olympics in Salt Lake City were an amazing spectacle of sound and light. A worldwide television audience watched as thousands of singers, skaters, and other performers presented a pageant of the American West from its native inhabitants to the pioneers, the transcontinental railroad, and beyond. 


   One of the most captivating aspects of the celebration was the participation of young performers called “the children of light.” First a boy in pioneer costume skated into the darkened stadium with a single lantern. He was followed by hundreds of other children, who carried bright lights and danced on the ice like stars in the moonlight. In keeping with the Olympiad’s theme of “Light the Fire Within,” these children of light represented the joy of life and the world’s bright hope for the future. 


   The children also awakened echoes of eternity. In their glory, they were a reflection of God’s promise in the gospel that people who believe in Jesus Christ will become “children of light” (John 12:36 KJV). It was only a pale reflection, of course, because the Olympics make a poor substitute for the gospel. But as they grasped for transcendence, the opening ceremonies awakened a desire that only Jesus can satisfy—our desire to become the bright and glorious children of God. 


   The twin themes of light and children are brought together in two small episodes that appear side by side in the Gospel of Luke: a proverb about a lamp under a jar and a statement Jesus made about membership in his family. Together these incidents show that the true children of light are people who do what Jesus says. 


   

   

 

THIS LITTLE LIGHT OF MINE 

   Jesus had just been speaking about the importance of good listening. He had many followers in those days, but not all of them were receiving his word by faith. So he told a parable that discriminated between good listeners and bad listeners. According to the parable of the soils, although some have good hearts, others are too hard, or too shallow, or too distracted to grow in the gospel. “He who has ears to hear,” Jesus said, “let him hear” (Luke 8:8). 


   This is one of the first and most basic lessons of Christian discipleship. The disciples were still in spiritual kindergarten, and the main thing children learn in kindergarten is how to listen to their teacher. If the disciples never learned to listen, then everything else that Jesus had to teach them would be useless. How can we do what Jesus wants us to do unless first we hear what he has to tell us? 


   To make sure that his disciples learned this lesson well, Jesus added further application to the parable of the soils. He said to them: “No one after lighting a lamp covers it with a jar or puts it under a bed, but puts it on a stand, so that those who enter may see the light. For nothing is hidden that will not be made manifest, nor is anything secret that will not be known and come to light. Take care then how you hear, for to the one who has, more will be given, and from the one who has not, even what he thinks that he has will be taken away” (Luke 8:16–18). 


   These verses are puzzling, which reminds us that spiritual truth is spiritually discerned, and that this requires the help of the Holy Spirit. What did Jesus mean by this proverb or miniparable about the lamp under the jar? 


   The general point is that if you have something useful—like a lamp, for example—you use it! You do not cover it with a jar or hide it under a bed. If you did, it would not give off any light, which would be pointless. It would be like fixing dinner and then scraping it into the garbage disposal, or buying a car and then locking it away in the garage, or getting an exercise bike and never riding it. It wouldn’t make any sense! If you get something to use, you use it, and use it properly. The way to use a lamp, of course, is to put it up on a stand where it can illuminate the entire house. 


   There is still some question as to what Jesus meant by the lamp. Was he referring to the light of his own teaching? This would fit in with what Luke has already said about Jesus coming as a “light to those who sit in darkness” (Luke 1:79) and “light for revelation to the Gentiles” (Luke 2:32). Or was he talking about the calling his disciples had to shine the gospel around the world? That is certainly the point of the proverb in Matthew, where Jesus says, “In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). 


   This image occurs frequently in the Bible. The people of God are bright lights in a dark world, showing the way to God. The missionary focus seems to be somewhat less prominent in Luke, however, where the context is hearing and doing God’s word. Jesus had just told his disciples that if they had good hearts, they would hold on to his word and bear good fruit. But they needed to put his word into practice. Like the lamp in a house, the truth of the gospel was meant to be put to use; it was never intended to be hidden away. The main point of this image is utility. Now that the disciples had heard the truth, what were they going to do with it? 


   Sadly, many people hear God’s word without ever having it make any difference in their lives. As we learned from the parable of the soils, people can hear the good news about Jesus Christ and yet fail to bear any good spiritual fruit. By telling the proverb of the hidden lamp, Jesus was making a further application. Some people hear the gospel again and again, but when it comes to glorifying God, they are as useless as a lamp under a jar. They may even claim to be Christians, but they keep their so-called Christianity to themselves, and what good is that? 


   It is not enough to say or think that we are Christians. The question is: Are we really living the Christian life? J. C. Ryle said, “The Gospel which we possess was not given us only to be admired, talked of, and professed,—but to be practiced. It was not meant merely to reside in our intellect, and memories, and tongues,—but to be seen in our lives.”1 It’s like the old children’s song based on this passage: “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine. This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.” And then the verse that follows: “Hide it under a bushel? No! I’m gonna let it shine!” Even on the lips of a preschooler, the song is a defiant manifesto. It expresses a bold commitment to living for Jesus in an open and obvious way. 


   To do this, we need to make good use of the truths that we know from Scripture. We make use of the law by confessing our sins, and we make use of the gospel by trusting in Jesus Christ. We make use of the doctrine of election by living with humility, remembering that there is nothing in us to deserve God’s grace. We make use of the doctrine of justification by living free from any attempt to improve our standing with God, resting instead in the finished work of Jesus Christ. We make use of the doctrine of sanctification by growing in practical holiness—learning to live with the charity, purity, and generosity that Jesus showed us by his example. We make use of the doctrine of perseverance by remaining steadfast under trial. We make use of the doctrine of glorification by waiting in hope for Christ’s return. 


   These are only examples, of course. The point is that if we know the truth, we are called to live by it. Every time we learn something from the Word of God, we should consider specific ways to put it to work in our daily lives. If Jesus has illuminated us with the gospel, it is time for us to shine. 


   

   

 

USE IT OR LOSE IT 

   What happens if we don’t make good use of what God has revealed to us in Jesus Christ? The lamp under the jar shows how absurd this would be, but we still need to ask the question, because some people hear about Jesus without ever responding in faith and obedience. What will happen to them in the end? According to Jesus, they will not get away with ignoring the Word of God forever, but will be held strictly accountable: “For nothing is hidden that will not be made manifest, nor is anything secret that will not be known and come to light” (Luke 8:17). 


   Everyone admits that this is a difficult verse, but not everyone agrees how it should be interpreted. Jesus is still using the idea of a hidden light, but he has changed the metaphor to make a different but related point. Some interpreters say that verse 17 is about the message of his gospel, which was hidden during the earthly ministry of Jesus Christ, but came to light after his death and resurrection. The secrets of salvation in Christ—secrets that Jesus shared only with his closest friends—were concealed for a time, but later revealed through the ministry of the apostles.2


   That interpretation may be possible. However, it seems more likely that rather than making a historical-theological point about the manifestation of the gospel, Jesus is still making a practical point about hearing and obeying his word. People can fool themselves into thinking that they are standing in the faith, at least for a little while. But are they shining with the light of the gospel? 


   Eventually the real truth will come out. In a universe that is governed by an all-seeing and all-knowing God, nothing can be hidden forever. Michael Wilcock says, “It is impossible anyway permanently to hide where one stands in relation to the gospel. What is hidden will come out sooner or later—that is, it will if it is really there. The danger is . . . that the man who thinks he has received the gospel, and keeps it hidden and never lets the fact be known, may find one of these days, when he comes to look for the reality of the gospel within him, that it is not in fact there—and never was.”3


   When Jesus spoke about secrets coming to light, he may have been referring to the final judgment. The Bible says, “God will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil” (Eccl. 12:14). It also describes the final judgment as the day when “God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus” (Rom. 2:16). On that awesome day, God will hold us accountable for every word that we have ever heard. Then it will all come out: all the things that we have done and all the things that we have left undone will be exposed. And if we fail to do what God has said in his word—to believe the gospel, for example, or to keep the commandments, or to fulfill our calling in the world—then eventually this will come to light. If we hide what we have been given, our sins will find us out. 


   The practical application of this warning is obvious: we need to be very careful how we respond to God’s word. As Jesus went on to say in the next verse, “Take care then how you hear, for to the one who has, more will be given, and from the one who has not, even what he thinks that he has will be taken away” (Luke 8:18). Through his parables and proverbs, Jesus had been telling people to make good use of the truth. Now he was saying that if they failed to make good use of it, they would lose the privilege altogether. When it comes to God’s word, we either use it or lose it. 


   To make this point, Jesus drew a contrast between the “haves” and the “have nots.” When he spoke about “the one who has,” he was not speaking about material prosperity, or even about people who had special gifts and talents. He was speaking about people who listened to him, and were beginning to grasp the secrets of the kingdom of God. He was talking about the kind of people he had described at the end of verse 15—people who hold fast to God’s word “in an honest and good heart, and bear fruit with patience” (Luke 8:15). People who make good use of what Jesus says will be given to understand even more of God’s truth. 


   What about the “have nots”? They think they know the truth. They claim to be Christians. They go to church. They sit through sermons and receive the sacraments. But they are not living the gospel. Their religion does not do them any good because they are not making good daily use of what they have been given. They are just as angry and selfish and bitter as ever. To use the illustration that Jesus gave, they have taken the light of salvation and hidden it away. Eventually they will be found out, and when that happens, they will lose everything. Norval Geldenhuys says, “While those who listen to Him with a believing, surrendered and obedient heart, will be given a deeper and more intensive insight into the spiritual life and into His Word, the indifferent and disobedient ones will lose even the little measure of spiritual knowledge and joy of life which they possess.”4


   Jesus ended his comparison between the “haves” and the “have nots” with stern words of warning: “from the one who has not, even what he thinks that he has will be taken away” (Luke 8:18). When it comes to spiritual knowledge, the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. To some extent, Jesus was talking about what happens already in this life. People who do not believe and obey God’s word move farther and farther away from the truth. But he was also referring to the final judgment, when people who reject his gospel will lose every last opportunity to hear the word of God. 


   Does this seem fair? The “haves” keep getting more and more, while the “have nots” lose everything, including everything they thought they had. Whether it seems fair or not, this is the way spiritual knowledge works. As it says in Proverbs, “Give instruction to a wise man, and he will be still wiser; teach a righteous man, and he will increase in learning” (Prov. 9:9). People who put God’s word into action grow in Christ, and as a result, they are able to learn more and more of his truth. For example, they begin to share their faith, and as they share their faith, they come to a clearer understanding of the gospel. Or they begin to give their money to Christian work. The more they give, the more they want to give, and eventually they learn that everything they have belongs to the Lord, and is to be used for his glory. Knowledge builds on knowledge, especially when spiritual knowledge is put into practice. Knowing is by doing, and the more we do, the more we are able to know. 


   On the other hand, if we never do anything with what we know, then we never grow in spiritual knowledge, because we really know only what we use. In this respect, growing in Christ (or not growing in Christ, as the case may be) is something like learning a foreign language. People generally do not learn to speak Spanish or Turkish by listening to recordings. The way they really learn the language is by using it in personal conversation. And if they do not keep using it, they quickly forget what they thought they had learned. Spiritual knowledge works the same way: use it or lose it. If we do not put what Jesus says into practice, then even what we have heard will not be of any use, either to us or to anyone else. 


   This brings us back to the same point of practical application that Jesus has been pressing on us again and again: whenever we hear his word, we are called to believe it and do it. We start by putting our faith in the gospel of Jesus Christ, trusting in his death and resurrection for the forgiveness of our sins and the hope of eternal life. We also accept the Bible—the whole Bible—as the Word of God (see 1 Thess. 2:13). Then we live the kind of life that God has for us in Jesus, obeying the clear commands of Christ. What is the result of all your Scripture reading, Bible study, and attendance at public worship? What spiritual changes is God bringing into your life? In what specific ways are you living out the gospel you say that you believe? 


   

   

 

THE CHILDREN OF GOD 

   At this point Luke introduces an incident that at first might seem to interrupt the flow of the narrative, but actually serves to reinforce the importance of hearing and doing what Jesus says. Luke is up to his usual literary strategy of putting things in pairs, placing them side-by-side to make the same point in two different ways. Here the point is that if we do what Jesus says, we show that we are the true children of God. 


   Jesus made this point in connection with his own closest relatives, who were trying to contact him: “Then his mother and his brothers came to him, but they could not reach him because of the crowd. And he was told, ‘Your mother and your brothers are standing outside, desiring to see you’” (Luke 8:19–20). This gives us a fascinating glimpse into the relationship that Jesus had with his earthly family. Jesus Christ was a real man, with a real mother and brothers and sisters. As we read in the Gospel of Mark, he was “the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and Judas and Simon,” as well as of his sisters, whose names are not recorded (Mark 6:3). 


   Roman Catholic theologians deny that Jesus had any siblings, claiming instead that the brothers and sisters mentioned in the Gospels were either cousins or stepsiblings. This is because they believe that Mary was a perpetual virgin. If Jesus had any brothers at all, they say, they were the sons of Joseph by a previous marriage. Admittedly, the word that Luke uses for brothers (adelphoi) could possibly refer to other relatives, such as cousins or stepbrothers. However, there is no evidence for this anywhere in the Bible. The idea was introduced only later in church history, when people began to give greater prominence to Mary. The most natural meaning of Luke 8:19 and other verses referring to Jesus’ earthly family is that he had full brothers and sisters who, like him, were the children of Mary and Joseph.5


   Jesus loved his family, but his relationship with them was sometimes strained by his identity as God the Son and his calling as the Savior of the world. We saw this when Jesus was twelve, and he stayed behind at the temple after Passover (Luke 2:41–51). His mother was worried sick. She did not realize that Jesus was supposed to be in his Father’s house, but according to Jesus, she should have realized it. We sense the same family tension at Cana, where Jesus rebuked his mother for pushing him to engage in public ministry before it was time (see John 2:4). 


   Here we see it again. Jesus’ mother and brothers wanted to see Jesus. They wanted to pull him aside. They wanted to talk with him. So they pressed their claim on him as members of his own family. Perhaps they needed his help with a family crisis. Perhaps they were concerned about the hectic pace of his ministry—you know how mothers can worry about a child’s health. Perhaps they wanted to get Jesus away from teaching altogether. This is not unlikely. Mark tells us that his family “went out to seize him, for they were saying, ‘He is out of his mind’” (Mark 3:21). Mary and the other members of the family were not perfect; they did not always understand Jesus and the mission he was called to fulfill. But whatever their motive, they came to interrupt his ministry. 


   Jesus took advantage of this opportunity to explain what it meant to belong to the most important family of all: the family of God. When someone came and told him that his mother and brothers were waiting outside, he said, “My mother and my brothers are those who hear the word of God and do it” (Luke 8:21). 


   This encounter teaches us both a minor lesson and a major lesson. The minor lesson is that our calling in the family of God sometimes has to take precedence over the claims of our earthly families. Jesus had always respected his family. He kept the fifth commandment by honoring his father and mother. He honored her all the way to the cross, when in his dying hour he arranged for her support and care (see John 19:26–27). But even as Jesus recognized the claims of family, he knew that they had their limits, and in this case he refused to be distracted from his calling to preach the word of God. Without disowning his mother and brothers, or showing them any disrespect, or saying anything derogatory about them, he put things into proper perspective. The supremely important thing for him to do was the will of his Father in heaven, and at that moment, the demands of his family on earth were not in line with God’s will. 


   Christians sometimes face the same dilemma. Often the demands of our families coincide with God’s will for our lives. We have a God-given duty to love our families and provide for their needs. But there are times when family members demand unreasonable attention, or even when they stand in the way of the ministry that God has called us to do. This kind of conflict is especially common when someone with non-Christian parents gets called to the mission field, or when family members selfishly believe that their needs are the only ones that matter. Thus there are times when the claims of family need to be set aside for the higher calling of our kinship with Christ. This needs to be done lovingly and respectfully, but also clearly and firmly. 


   The major lesson to draw from Luke 8:21 is that the true members of God’s family are the men and women and boys and girls who do what Jesus says; they “hear the word of God and do it.” This was the main thing that Jesus was saying. He took the request that his family made and used it as an opportunity to explain what it means to belong to the family of God. Thus his comment was not so much directed at his own family as it was to the people who were listening to his teaching. As Darrell Bock explains it, “The remark is not a repudiation of family, as much as it is an endorsement and exhortation to disciples to be receptive to the word.”6


   There is no higher privilege or greater blessing than to belong to the family of God through a relationship with Jesus Christ. This is one of the grand themes of the Bible and one of the great hopes of the soul: to be a son or a daughter of the Most High God. Going back to the Old Testament, this was the special status of Israel: the children of Israel were the children of God (see Rom. 9:4). But in the New Testament the apostle John taught that we become God’s children through the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit (John 3:3–5), and he marveled that by the love of God (1 John 3:1), through faith in Jesus Christ, we have the right to become the children of God (John 1:12–13): “The Father himself loves you” (John 16:27). 


   The apostle Paul spoke not in terms of a new birth, but in terms of adoption. He said that we were “predestined for adoption through Jesus Christ” (Eph. 1:5; cf. Gal. 4:4–5). But like John, Paul said that we become children of God through faith in Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:26). He said that as the sons and daughters of God, we have the Spirit of his Son working in our hearts (Rom. 8:14–16; Gal. 4:6). He also said that we have a full right to the inheritance of our Father, which is eternal life in Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:17, 29; Gal. 4:7). By the grace of God, we are the children of God, with all the rights and responsibilities that come with belonging to his household. Even if we have no living relatives, or if our earthly families reject us, God still says, “I will be a father to you, and you shall be sons and daughters to me” (2 Cor. 6:18). 


   We do not gain this high privilege by working our way into the family. Like every other aspect of salvation, adoption is by grace. But there is a way for us to show that we belong to the family of God. There is an unmistakable mark of the family resemblance. As Jesus said, speaking as our elder brother, “My mother and my brothers are those who hear the word of God and do it” (Luke 8:21). The distinguishing feature of the family of God is obedience to the word of Christ. 


   This fits everything Jesus has been saying about hearing and doing his will. It is not just saying that we belong to God’s family that makes us the children of God; it is living as obedient sons and daughters. God’s true children are the ones who do what Jesus says, who live with the light of his gospel. 


   Some of the most shining examples turned out to be the members of Jesus’ own family. When Jesus spoke of people hearing the word of God and doing it, his mother Mary was included. After all, she was the one who said, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). But Mary was not the only one. After the resurrection, the disciples met together in Jerusalem. As they did this, they were obeying the word of Christ, who told them to wait for God to send them the Holy Spirit. In the book of Acts, Luke tells us that they were “devoting themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers” (Acts 1:14). The members of Jesus’ earthly family also had a place in his heavenly family. We know this because they listened to Jesus and did what he said; the family resemblance is unmistakable. 


   Membership in the family of God is open and available to everyone who comes to Jesus Christ in faith. We can be as close to Jesus as his own mother and brothers. They say that blood is thicker than water, but we are tied to the family of God by the person and work of the Holy Spirit—a bond that is even thicker than blood. 


   If we are the children of God, then we must bear the family resemblance, which we learn to do by following Jesus Christ. Jesus has called us his siblings, which makes him our older brother in the family of God. In any family, younger brothers and sisters should always follow the good example of their older brother. I pray for this in my own household, where a little boy shares a bedroom with his older brother. That little boy loves his older brother. He admires him and looks up to him. He likes to say what his big brother says, play what his big brother plays, and even wear what his big brother wears. He lives in the hope that one day he will be able to do all the things that his big brother does. 


   My prayer for my household is also the prayer of my own heart. I, too, have an Older Brother whom I love and admire. I want to be like him. As a child of light through faith in Jesus Christ, I am called to listen to my older brother, and to do the word of God. 
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 WHO IS THIS GUY?

   Luke 8:22–25
   


   He said to them, “Where is your faith?” And they were afraid, and they marveled, saying to one another, “Who then is this, that he commands even winds and water, and they obey him?” (Luke 8:25) 


   There was something strange about the breeze: not only its extraordinary heat, like the breath out of an oven, nor its uneasy, unsettled gusting but something else that he could not define. The young sun blazed clear in the pure eastern sky, terribly strong already, but over there in the west there was a lowering murk, and all along the horizon, rising some ten degrees, an orange-tawny bar, too thick for cloud. 


    “I do not know what to make of it,” he said to himself. . . . “Of course,” he reflected, “they expect me to know what to make of it. A captain is omniscient.” 


    . . . at this moment a squall struck the Niobe, laying her over almost on her beam ends. . . . As the ship righted Jack recovered his feet, making his way through the tumble of chairs, table, papers and instruments. The moment he passed the cabin door he was enveloped in . . . a fine scene of confusion. Sailcloth was threshing wildly, the wheel, spinning round, had broken the helmsman’s arm and flung him against the rail, the booms and the boats were all abroad, and a ghostly maintopmast staysail, blown almost out of its bolt-rope, streamed away to leeward. The situation was critical. . . . Some were running about the forecastle and . . . still more were swarming up the main and fore hatchways. Many of those on deck clung to the running rigging . . . another squall must lay her down, perhaps for good, certainly with great loss of life.1


   


   Thus Patrick O’Brian describes a storm at sea in one of his splendid novels about the British navy during the time of the Napoleonic wars. Even for an experienced old sea captain, a sudden squall can be a terrifying experience, bringing not only chaos and confusion, but also the fear of death. 


   

   

 

THE PERFECT STORM 

   There was once a storm like that on the Sea of Galilee. Like many stormy adventures at sea, the voyage started calmly enough, with Jesus deciding to go out for a leisurely sail. Luke tells us, “One day he got into a boat with his disciples, and he said to them, ‘Let us go across to the other side of the lake’” (Luke 8:22). At first the water was calm, as it usually is on the Sea of Galilee: “So they set out, and as they sailed he fell asleep” (Luke 8:22–23). But then the weather started getting rough, and the tiny ship was tossed. As Luke tells it, “a windstorm came down on the lake, and they were filling with water and were in danger” (Luke 8:23). 


   It was the kind of storm that sometimes blows in to churn the waters of the Galilee. Although the sea is usually calm, when storms do come, they are usually violent. As one commentator explains, “The lake of Galilee is subject to sudden storms, situated as it is some 700 feet below sea level and adjacent to mountainous regions. Cold air from the heights is apt to sweep down through the precipitous gorges to the east and it can whip up the seas in a short time.”2 Galilee was the perfect place for a perfect storm. 


   This particular storm was as powerful as any that the disciples had ever seen. And remember, Peter and Andrew and James and John were fishermen by trade and had spent most of their lives in these waters. Yet they had never experienced anything like this. The storm hit them with a sudden and violent fury. Luke calls it “a windstorm” that “came down on the lake” (Luke 8:23). Matthew implies that it struck without warning (Matt. 8:24). A seaman would call it a squall—a sudden and violent gust of wind, usually accompanied by heavy rain. 


   The disciples did everything they could to deal with the situation. Their sailing vessel was rising and falling through the swells, riding to the top of one crest and then suddenly crashing down through the waves—as it seemed, almost to the bottom of the sea. The boat was filling so rapidly with water that it was in danger of getting swamped. The disciples pulled down their sails and began to bail for dear life. But they were still in danger, and soon they lost almost all hope of ever making it to shore. “We are perishing!” they said (Luke 8:24). 


   What a thunderous storm this must have been, for salty old sailors like Peter and John to give themselves up for lost. And what a picture this is of the sudden and dangerous storms that threaten us as we sail through life. Going back to the Old Testament, the Bible compares the troubles of life to the perils of the sea: “Save me, O God! For the waters have come up to my neck. . . . Let not the flood sweep over me, or the deep swallow me up” (Ps. 69:1, 15). As Jonah testified, “you cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, and the flood surrounded me; all your waves and your billows passed over me” (Jonah 2:3). 


   What the disciples went through on the Sea of Galilee is something we all go though in life: seas of difficulty and storms of trouble. People lose their jobs or suffer some other financial hardship, and they get tossed by waves of worry. They receive an unfavorable diagnosis or struggle with some chronic illness, and they are flooded with fear. They have painful interpersonal conflicts at home, in the neighborhood, at work, or in the church, and they feel as if they are sinking. They lose someone they love, and they are drowned in sorrow. Or perhaps they are simply swamped with all of the little duties and difficulties of everyday existence. We all must pass through the heavy seas of life’s troubles. As the apostle Peter said—the same Peter who had been in the boat with Jesus—“Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you” (1 Peter 4:12 NIV). 


   Often danger comes the way it came at Galilee: suddenly and unexpectedly. There the disciples were, sailing across the lake, without any sign of difficulty. Lulled into a false sense of security, they never imagined that within a few short hours, they would be fighting for their very lives. The same thing can happen to us. Although the seas of daily experience are sometimes calm, they are swept by sudden storms. Like the disciples, we are in a situation that we think we can handle. But then, completely unexpectedly, we are afraid that we are in danger of drowning. And then, most of all, we endure the testing of our soul. 


   

   

 

MASTER AND COMMANDER 

   What should we do when trouble comes? How should we react in times of difficulty and danger, whether physical or spiritual? When the disciples were in danger—as the Bible says they were—they reacted by crying out for Jesus to save them: “And they went and woke him, saying, ‘Master, Master, we are perishing!’” (Luke 8:24). 


   There was a problem with this response, as we shall see, but at least the disciples knew where to get help. Whenever we are in danger of drowning—or at least think that we are—we should cry out to Jesus. If we are burdened with our sins, we cry to him for mercy, asking him to save us through his cross and the empty tomb. If we are struggling to make ends meet, we cry to him for our daily bread. If we are buffeted by physical pain, we cry to him for patience and endurance. If we are torn apart by conflict, we cry to him for the peace of his Spirit. If we are overwhelmed with sorrow, we cry to him for the comfort of his presence. In every rough and stormy squall, even to the point of death itself, we call upon Jesus. 


   When we call upon Jesus, he is able and willing to help, as the disciples discovered. In times of trouble, there is no one better to call on than Jesus, because no one is better equipped to save us. When the disciples cried out to him, Jesus “awoke and rebuked the wind and the raging waves, and they ceased, and there was a calm” (Luke 8:24). The disciples were all in confusion, but Jesus was fully composed. Very calmly, and simply by the word of his power, Jesus told the storm to be still. He was not only the Master, but also the Commander—the commander of the waves and the storm and all the deadly power of the sea. 


   This was a genuine and immediate miracle. One moment the disciples were almost drowning in the heavy seas; the next moment they were floating serenely on the smooth surface of the Galilee. The storm ceased. The sea was calm. And there was no merely natural explanation for this. One commentator calls it “a mysterious, supernatural calm that testified to the sovereign power of Jesus but also the deep peace and security that belong to those who follow him.”3 The storm was stopped by the command of Christ. Jesus delivered his disciples—as he delivers everyone who calls to him in faith—by the divine power of his mighty word. 


   

   

 

WHERE IS YOUR FAITH? 

   In the stillness after the storm, two crucial questions were posed. The first was a question Jesus asked, a question that we all need to answer about ourselves: Where is your faith? The second was a question the disciples asked, a question that everyone needs to answer about Jesus: Who is this man? 


   The first question comes at the beginning of Luke 8:25, where Jesus says to his disciples, “Where is your faith?” This was a rebuke—a gentle rebuke, but a rebuke nonetheless. The obvious implication was that the disciples were not really trusting in Jesus. Kent Hughes points out the irony here: the storm did not wake Jesus, but the unbelief of his disciples sure did!4


   To be sure, the disciples had cried out to Jesus for help. But there was something rather desperate about the way they did it. The boat was not the only thing getting swamped that day; the fear of the disciples overwhelmed their faith. They looked only at the danger, forgetting that they were safe with Jesus. They asked for help only as a last resort, and when they did, they were frantic, almost hysterical. Rather than trusting God to take care of them, they immediately assumed the worst. “We are perishing!” they said (Luke 8:24). In other words, “We’re dying out here!” Their assumption was that Jesus did not know and did not care about their situation. 


   We can sympathize with the disciples in their lack of faith. In fact, most of us can probably empathize with them. It is only natural to be afraid of death, and it is easy to panic in a crisis. It is easy to be overwhelmed by the wind and the waves of life’s troubles. When the water is high, and the storm is rising, it is easy to think that we are going down for the last time. It is also easy to think that God does not know and does not care that we are drowning. If he did, then obviously he would wake up and do something about it, right? 


   Yet no matter how desperate our situation is, we should always trust God to bring us safely back to shore. The story of Jesus calming the storm gives us three strong reasons to trust God in every rough and stormy gale. Each of these three great truths is like a life preserver for the soul, lifting us up to a faith that will not go under at the first sign of danger. 


   We should trust Jesus, first, because even the storms of life are under his sovereign control. Here we need to go back to the beginning of this episode, where Jesus said to his disciples, “Let us go across to the other side of the lake” (Luke 8:22). The disciples were in the storm because Jesus himself told them to go out on the lake. As Michael Wilcock comments: “We cannot avoid the fact that Jesus was altogether in control of the whole chain of events in this passage. He took his disciples across the lake, where a storm was going to burst upon them.”5


   Having a personal, saving relationship with Jesus Christ does not mean that somehow we will escape all of life’s troubles. On the contrary, Christians suffer the same natural disasters, the same sinful abuse, and the same daily misfortunes as everyone else. In fact, sometimes knowing Jesus takes us right into the storm, especially when in some way we suffer for our faith. We can be “in the center of God’s will,” as people say, and yet still find ourselves at the center of the storm, as the disciples did. 


   This does not mean that God is always the cause of our suffering (some of our sufferings are caused by the sins of others, or by our own sin), for he can never be the author of evil. But it does mean that our sufferings never catch God by surprise. He always knows when we are headed for stormy troubles. Sometimes, in order to accomplish his work in our lives, he even guides us into them. That was certainly true in this case, because Jesus was the one who told the disciples to cross the lake. This was for the testing of their faith and the training of their souls. 


   Whenever we are tossed about by life’s troubles, we need to remember that God is still sovereign. He is never taken by surprise. Whatever troubles we are facing, God has brought us to this point in our lives, and he is using our present experiences to make us more like Jesus, shaping us into the glorious image of his Son. “By affliction He teaches us many precious lessons, which, without it we should never learn. By affliction He shows us our emptiness and weakness, draws us to the throne of grace, purifies our affections, weans us from the world, and makes us long for heaven. In the resurrection morning we shall all say, ‘it is good for me that I was afflicted.’ We shall thank God for every storm.”6


   In the meantime, we can pray that God will use our troubles for spiritual gain. We can ask him to teach us through our afflictions, praying that our suffering will help us to grow in grace. It was with this thought in mind that Ruth Graham prayed, “Dear God, let me soar in the face of the wind: up . . . through cold or the storm with wings to endure. Let the silver rain wash all the dust from my wings. Let me soar as He soars . . . let it lift me. . . . Let it buffet and drive me, but, God, let it lift.”7


   

   

 

ALL IN THE SAME BOAT 

   A second reason for us to trust God—even in stormy troubles—is that Jesus has set the perfect example. 


   One of the most surprising things about this episode is that somehow Jesus managed to sleep his way through most of it—on the cushion, as Mark tells us (Mark 4:38). This testifies to the true humanity of Jesus Christ. To stay asleep in such a storm he must have been completely exhausted. No doubt he was weary from the heavy demands of his teaching ministry, worn out by the constant demand to help people. Jesus needed a nap badly—so badly that he could sleep anywhere. He was as prone to fatigue as anyone else, and his physical weakness was a sign of his genuine humanity. To see Jesus asleep in the boat is to know that he had a real body, with all of its needs and limitations. 


   But it is also to know this: that Jesus had complete confidence in the loving care of his Father. How was Jesus able to rest easy during such a violent storm? Partly because he was so tired, but also because he had faith in his Father. If Jesus had to look after his own life, undoubtedly he would have awakened when the first wave crashed over the stern. There is a way to sleep, and yet remain alert. But Jesus slept as if he did not have a care in the world. In a way, he didn’t, because he was resting in his Father’s arms. Deep down he knew that no harm could come to him, that his Father would wake him when he needed to be awakened. 


   When Jesus said, “Where is your faith?” he was challenging his disciples to live with the same kind of trust, to rest in their Father’s care. In the words of Keith Nickle, Jesus “modeled for them the tranquility that comes from perfect trust. He went to sleep in the shalom of God. It was not that he had overlooked the gale warnings in the weather reports, nor that he was such a landlubber that he did not grasp the perilous vulnerability of being out on the sea in an open boat. It was, rather, that he knew God was in control, and he was willing to rely on that knowledge absolutely.”8


   Jesus calls us to live by the same kind of faith, believing that God is in control, and absolutely relying on him. So often we feel that we need to stay alert for every danger. We worry about our finances. We are afraid of what might happen to our children. We agonize over situations at work. These and many other concerns keep us up at night. Somehow we always feel that we need to keep an eye on things, just to be safe. But this quickly becomes exhausting, and it is all because we are not trusting God to look after us. We do not rest in our Father’s care the way that Jesus did. 


   A third reason for trusting God through wind and wave is the most comforting of all. We have this trust because Jesus is with us in the boat. The first thing Luke tells us is that Jesus “got into a boat with his disciples” (Luke 8:22). He was with them when they sailed across the lake. He was with them when the wind began to rise and the waves crashed over the bow. He was with them when they cried for help. So why were they so afraid? Norval Geldenhuys asks the question like this: “How could they have feared that they would perish as long as He was in the ship? Even although He was asleep, He is the Almighty Lord who watches over the safety of His followers. How could they have feared that God would allow His Son, the promised Redeemer, and His disciples to perish?”9


   Jesus is on board with us as we ride out the storm. He has given us the promise of his everlasting presence, and we can depend on him in every desperate situation. If ever we find ourselves in any difficulty, we have this promise as an anchor for the soul: “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you. . . . For I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior” (Isa. 43:1–3). And if anyone asks us, “Where is your faith?” we can tell them: “Our faith is in the God who rules the universe, and in his Son, Jesus Christ, who has died on the cross for our sins.” 


   What a difference it makes, especially in treacherous waters, to know that Jesus is in the same boat with us. This is true not only for the individual believer, but also for the church. Since the time of the New Testament, Christians have often used the boat as a symbol of the church of Jesus Christ. This idea goes all the way back to Noah and the ark, but it is also based on what happened to Jesus and his disciples out on the Sea of Galilee. Charles Spurgeon said, “I scarcely know of an apter picture of a church than a ship upon the treacherous Galilean Sea with Jesus and His disciples sailing in it. . . . Every sail of the good ship which bears the flag of the High Admiral of our fleet must be beaten with the wind, and every plank in her must be tried by the waves.”10


   This is a great encouragement, because it guarantees that even when the storm tide is rising, the ship of God’s church will not sink. Jesus is on board, and no matter how fiercely the storm rages, we can trust that our Master and Captain will see us safely through. Therefore, whenever we feel that we are drowning, we need to ask ourselves, “Now what difference would it make in this situation if I were really to trust in Jesus, believing that he is in the same boat with me, and knowing that he is able to save me? Where is my faith?” 


   This was the question that Jesus asked his disciples, and he asked it because he knew that they had every reason to trust in him. We have even more reason to trust in Jesus. We have seen his love in the cross; we have experienced his power through the empty tomb; and we have been given his Spirit to stay with us wherever we go. Therefore, when the storms come, we trust Jesus to get us safely back to shore. 


   

   

 

WHO IS THIS JESUS? 

   For their part, the disciples also had a good question to ask, a question about the true identity of Jesus Christ. When they saw that the sea was calm, the disciples “were afraid, and they marveled, saying to one another, ‘Who then is this, that he commands even winds and water, and they obey him?’” (Luke 8:25). 


   The disciples had been afraid of the storm, but now they were even more afraid—not in the sense that they thought Jesus would harm them, of course, but in the sense that they were in awe of what he had done. Jesus had just proved that he was even more powerful than the mightiest storm at sea. This overwhelmed them with feelings of reverent fear and transcendent awe. 


   It also made them wonder who Jesus really was, after all. And this would seem to be the main point of this passage. The goal of Luke’s Gospel is to help us become more certain about the person and work of Jesus Christ. Each episode expands our understanding of who Jesus is and what he has come to do for our salvation. Here in chapter 8, the disciples raise the question that is really the central concern of the whole Gospel: “Who is this Jesus?” 


   Ironically, the disciples also provided the answer, although they seem not to have fully recognized it themselves. They said, “he commands even winds and water, and they obey him” (Luke 8:25). “Command” was just the word for it, because Luke tells us that Jesus “rebuked the wind and the raging waves, and they ceased” (Luke 8:24). Jesus spoke to the storm as if it had to answer to his authority. Apparently, the storm did have to answer to Jesus, because it obeyed what he commanded. 


   Now who, do you suppose, has the right to speak that way to the sea? This question may have been a real stumper for the disciples, but the answer is obvious to anyone who reads Luke’s Gospel: Jesus is God. His miracle on the Sea of Galilee was proof positive of his divine nature and omnipotent deity. 


   This becomes especially clear when we read the story against the background of the Old Testament, where God alone had the power and authority to rule the chaos of the sea. We encounter this motif throughout the Psalms, where God is praised as the one “who stills the roaring of the seas” (Ps. 65:7). “You rule the raging of the sea,” wrote the psalmist, “when its waves rise, you still them” (Ps. 89:9). Psalm 106 goes so far as to say that God “rebuked the Red Sea” when he saved Israel out of Egypt (see Ps. 106:7–9; cf. 104:7). But perhaps the most striking parallel comes in Psalm 107, which sounds very much like what happened to the disciples on the Sea of Galilee: 


    Some went down to the sea in ships,
　 doing business on the great waters;
 they saw the deeds of the LORD,
　 his wondrous works in the deep.
 For he commanded and raised the stormy wind,
　 which lifted up the waves of the sea.
 They mounted up to heaven; they went down to the depths;
　 their courage melted away in their evil plight;
 they reeled and staggered like drunken men
　 and were at their wits’ end.
 Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble,
　 and he delivered them from their distress.
 He made the storm be still,
　 and the waves of the sea were hushed. (Ps. 107:23–29)


   


   The commanding power that Jesus had over the wind and the waves was a clear demonstration of his deity. Jesus Christ is Lord of the sea, which makes perfect sense, because he created it. Key passages throughout the New Testament testify that Jesus is the Creator God. At the beginning of his Gospel, John tells us, “All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made” (John 1:3). “For by him all things were created,” Paul tells us—“all things were created through him and for him” (Col. 1:16; cf. 1 Cor. 8:6). Or again, the book of Hebrews tells us that it was through Jesus that God created the world (Heb. 1:2). And the book of Revelation praises Jesus as the God who made all things, and by whose will they were created (Rev. 4:11). 


   So when Jesus calmed the storm, he was claiming his right to rule the world that he made. Creation’s Creator is also creation’s Lord. The disciples witnessed this firsthand when their Master stood up in the boat and rebuked the sea. Who is this Jesus? He is the Lord of the storm, the Ruler of nature, and the God of all creation. 


   This same Jesus—who has the power to save—calls us to have faith in him through the winds and the waves of every storm. This does not mean that we will never suffer any harm. But it does mean that Jesus will see us through. David Gooding’s comments are worth quoting at length. He writes: 


    We live in a universe that is lethally hostile to human life. . . . Within our earth itself wind, wave, lightning, storm, flood, drought, avalanche, earthquake, fire, heat, cold, germ, virus, epidemic, all from time to time threaten and destroy life. Sooner or later one of them may destroy us. The story of the stilling of the storm is not, of course, meant to tell us that Christ will never allow any believer to perish by drowning, or by any other natural disaster. Many believers have so perished. It does demonstrate that he is Lord of the physical forces in the universe, that for him nothing happens by accident, and that no force in all creation can destroy his plan for our eternal salvation or separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.11


   


   It was the love of God in Christ that led Charles Wesley to write his famous hymn “Jesus, Lover of My Soul.” Charles had joined his brother John on a mission to Georgia in the colonies of America. The trip had been a disappointment in nearly every respect. As the Wesleys sailed home to England in the fall of 1736, both of them disillusioned by the sufferings of ministry, they were caught in a frightening storm out on the Atlantic Ocean. When it appeared that all would be lost, Charles did not pray for deliverance, but for the faith to trust in God and to encourage the other passengers on board. The sea grew calm, the ship was saved, and many people gave their lives to Jesus Christ.12 Afterwards, Wesley wrote: 


    Jesus, Lover of my soul,
 Let me to thy bosom fly,
 While the nearer waters roll,
 While the tempest still is high;
 Hide me, O my Savior, hide
 Till the storm of life is past;
 Safe into the haven guide;
 O receive my soul at last!


   


   Everyone who trusts in Jesus Christ has this comfort. Jesus has saved us through his death on the cross and his resurrection from the dead. He is sovereign over everything that threatens to harm us. Now by his Spirit he is on board with us through all of life’s troubles, until at last he will receive us into the haven of his everlasting love. 
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 WHAT HAS HE DONE FOR YOU?

   Luke 8:26–39
   


   The man from whom the demons had gone begged that he might be with him, but Jesus sent him away, saying, “Return to your home, and declare how much God has done for you.” And he went away, proclaiming throughout the whole city how much Jesus had done for him. (Luke 8:38–39) 


   The famous twentieth-century British philosopher Sir Bertrand Russell wrote a provocative book called Why I Am Not a Christian. The first time I opened the book, I did so with some trepidation, fearing that perhaps it might contain powerful arguments that would shake the foundations of my Christian faith. But there was hardly any reason to be afraid. Russell’s evangelism for atheism is far from persuasive, and in fact some of his arguments are nearly laughable. 


   Among other objections, Russell argues that Jesus Christ was neither the best nor the wisest of men. He makes his case by referring directly to things that Jesus said or did in the Gospels, including a memorable incident recorded in Luke 8. “There is the instance of the Gadarene swine,” Russell writes, “where it certainly was not very kind to the pigs to put the devils into them and make them rush down the hill to the sea. You must remember that He was omnipotent, and He could have made the devils simply go away; but He chose to send them into the pigs. . . . I cannot myself feel that either in the matter of wisdom or in the matter of virtue Christ stands quite as high as some other people known to history.”1


   The philosopher was referring, of course, to the miracle in which Jesus saved a wretched man by casting a legion of demons into a herd of pigs, which proceeded to perish by running headlong into the Sea of Galilee. But what shall we make of Russell’s criticism? Was it wise and good for Jesus to send the demons into the swine? The truth is that this miracle was a powerful demonstration of the deity of Jesus Christ and the total transformation that comes to anyone who receives his grace. Far from being embarrassed by what Jesus did, the incident draws us to trust in him for salvation and to tell people how much he has done for us. 


   

   

 

THE MADMAN IN THE GRAVEYARD 

   The miracle took place on the far side of the Sea of Galilee. Luke tells us that after stilling the storm, Jesus sailed with his disciples “to the country of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. When Jesus had stepped out on land, there met him a man from the city who had demons. For a long time he had worn no clothes, and had not lived in a house but among the tombs” (Luke 8:26–27). 


   No sooner had Jesus stepped out of the boat than he met a man who was in a loathsome and pitiable condition. Cyril of Alexandria provided an apt description: “In great misery and nakedness, he wandered among the graves of the dead. He was in utter wretchedness, leading a disgraceful life . . . deprived of every blessing, destitute of all sobriety, and entirely deprived even of reason.”2


   The man was naked; he did not even have the decency to put on some clothes. He was alone, his antisocial behavior having alienated him from society and left him completely isolated. The man was also dangerous. Luke does not mention this explicitly, but Matthew tells us that he was “so fierce that no one could pass that way” (Matt. 8:28). Here is how one traveler described a similar encounter in the same part of the world: “On descending from the height of Lebanon, I found myself in a cemetery. . . . The silence of the night was now broken by fierce yells and howlings, which I discovered proceeded from a naked maniac, who was fighting with some wild dogs for a bone. The moment he perceived us, he left his canine companions, and bounding along with rapid strides, seized my horse’s bridle and almost forced him backwards over the cliff.”3 The man that Jesus met was just as wretched—more like an animal than a human being. 


   Most strangely of all, the man made his home among the tombs outside the city. People in those days would have considered this complete degradation, and rightly so. To live in the God-forsaken place of the dead is a sign of sheer lunacy: “The healthy man has a horror of a decaying corpse and avoids defilement; it is only deranged people who have any desire for death and decay.”4


   The man that Jesus met was in nearly the worst condition that anyone could imagine. He was naked, lonely, violent, and insane; he was walking among the dead. Yet even for all his misery, we can see ourselves in his situation, because sin has similar effects on all of us. It exposes us naked in our guilt. It alienates us from one another, leaving us lonely and alone. It makes us violent, at least in our attitudes, if not in our actions. Spiritually speaking, we walk among the dead. Thus the madman in the graveyard shows the wretchedness of our condition outside of Christ. 


   

   

 

A LEGION OF DEMONS 

   This man’s degradation was more deadly than most because he was possessed by many demons. This was obvious from the way that he accosted Jesus: “When he saw Jesus, he cried out and fell down before him and said with a loud voice, ‘What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, do not torment me.’ For he had commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the man. (For many a time it had seized him. He was kept under guard and bound with chains and shackles, but he would break the bonds and be driven by the demon into the desert)” (Luke 8:28–29). 


   The madman was in such a desperate condition because he was demonpossessed—not just by one demon, but by many. “Jesus then asked him, ‘What is your name?’ And he said, ‘Legion,’ for many demons had entered him” (Luke 8:30). The Bible does not say exactly how many demons there were, but since there were up to six thousand soldiers in a Roman legion, there must have been thousands (at least two thousand, if the number of pigs is any indication; see Mark 5:13). 


   Demons are fallen angels. Although they were created for the glory of God, they follow Satan in his rebellion and torment the children of men. Demonic activity seems to have been especially prevalent during the time of Christ. Perhaps this was because Satan had turned all his evil energies against the land of the Savior’s promise. Charles Spurgeon even wondered whether Satan—that old counterfeiter—had witnessed the incarnation and was trying to imitate it by sending demons into people’s minds and souls.5 But whatever the reason, Jesus encountered many people who were possessed by evil spirits. 


   There are two errors that people commonly make about demons. One is to minimize them, or even to deny their existence altogether, like the journalist Kenneth Woodward, who claims that they are merely a “trivial personification . . . hardly adequate to symbolize the mystery of evil.”6 Demons love to be downplayed like this because it makes it easier for them to gain control. The other error is nearly as dangerous: to so exaggerate their importance that every sin or spiritual difficulty is attributed to the direct agency of demons. When people think this way, they stop taking responsibility for their actions and forget the depravity of their own sinful hearts. 


   The Bible provides a balanced view of demonic activity. To begin with, it recognizes the reality of spiritual oppression. There are evil spirits in the world who prey upon human weakness. Despite what some Christians say, not every sin or psychological disorder is the work of a demon. Often our own iniquity is explanation enough. But demons do exploit spiritual weakness to gain control over certain individuals, warping their personalities and twisting their actions to evil purpose. David Gooding rightly describes the madman in the Gospel as “an extreme example of what satanic forces can do with a human personality that has come under their complete domination. Unlike the Holy Spirit, who always sets a man free, develops his personality and increases his self-control and dignity, satanic forces seem to strive to overpower a man’s personality, and ultimately to break down his self-control, and to rob him . . . of self-respect.”7 The man whom Jesus met was a sad example. Mark tells us that the man tried to injure himself (Mark 5:5); the demons inside were trying to dominate, distort, and destroy a precious person made in the image of God. Evil spirits are nothing to trifle with. Given the chance, they are controlling, abusive, and violent. 


   In his best-selling book People of the Lie, psychiatrist M. Scott Peck explains how he came to believe in the reality of supernatural evil. Peck had been inclined to dismiss the very idea of demonic oppression. Then he met Charlene, who despite his best efforts, never made any personal progress. Eventually he reached the conclusion that she was evil, in fact that she was trying to destroy him. Peck writes: “Charlene’s desire to make a conquest of me, to toy with me, to utterly control our relationship, knew no bounds. It seemed to be a desire for power purely for its own sake.” When Peck asked her about the meaning of life, Charlene replied that she had been raised in a Christian home, where she was taught to glorify God. But then she protested, “I cannot do it. There’s no room for me in that. That would be my death. I don’t want to live for God. I will not. I want to live for me. My own sake!”8


   This is what demons always do. Whether they do it openly and overtly (by possessing a person, as we often see in the Gospels), or whether they do it more secretly and covertly (by corrupting the structures of society, as is more common today, at least in America), they always oppose the glory of God. “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood,” the Scripture says, “but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” (Eph. 6:12). 


   There is a cosmic struggle for the heart and soul of every human being, and the man with the legion of demons gives us a shocking picture of what happens when Satan is winning. The man was alienated from society. He was harmful to himself and dangerous to others. He was out of his mind. He was living among the dead. Worst of all, although he was aware of the demons inside his head, he was powerless to resist them. His life had become a living hell. 


   This is what sin does to us all, even if our own situation seems less extreme. The Bible tells us that the sinful mind is “hostile to God” (Rom. 8:7). It describes us as “dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1). It says that apart from a saving relationship with Jesus Christ, we are “alienated and hostile in mind” (Col. 1:21). Worst of all, we cannot save ourselves. On the contrary, we are “utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all that is spiritually good.”9 This is all because “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4). 


   

   

 

WHEN PIGS FLEW 

   If ever a man seemed beyond any hope of salvation, it was the crazy man who lived at the cemetery. Yet he was about to have a life-changing encounter with Jesus Christ. This is always what people truly need when troubled by evil spirits: they need the gospel. This is the other side of the biblical balance. The evil power of demons has to be recognized and respected, but it does not have to be feared. Fallen angels cannot triumph over the almighty power of Jesus Christ. 


   The demons themselves know this all too well. According to James, “the demons believe—and shudder” (James 2:19). In other words, they know that there is an omnipotent God, and for this reason, they live in mortal fear. This explains their reaction to Jesus. The legion of demons knew exactly who he was: the “Son of the Most High God” (Luke 8:28). As fallen angels, they had known the Second Person of the Trinity since the foundation of the world. When they saw Jesus, therefore, they discerned his deity; they knew that he was God the Son incarnate, and they were terrified. 


   We can smell the fear of these demons in the way they pleaded with Jesus. First they begged him not to torment them (Luke 8:28). Then “they begged him not to command them to depart into the abyss” (Luke 8:31). “The abyss,” as the demons called it, is the place of the dead (see Rom. 10:7)—what Revelation describes as “the bottomless pit” where Satan will be condemned (Rev. 20:1–3). The demons know that this is their final doom. They know that Jesus will defeat them. They know that they will be cast into a terrible place of everlasting torment (see Rev. 21:8), and so they tremble with fear. Some people may not believe in hell, but the demons certainly do! We should believe in hell, too, and repent before it is too late for us, as it already is for them. 


   Jesus did not send these demons into the abyss; it was not yet time. Instead, he did something that many people find rather strange: “Now a large herd of pigs was feeding there on the hillside, and they begged him to let them enter these. So he gave them permission. Then the demons came out of the man and entered the pigs, and the herd rushed down the steep bank into the lake and were drowned” (Luke 8:32–33). People like Bertrand Russell are offended by this miraculous stampede. They believe that it was a form of cruel and unusual punishment, at least for the pigs, if not for the demons. How can we defend Jesus from their accusations? 


   We might defend him by pointing out that he was not the one who destroyed the pigs; the demons did it. Of course Jesus gave them permission, as the Bible says, but it was still the demons who hatefully drove the swine over the cliff. Or we could argue that this was better than the alternative, which was to turn the demons loose to torment the general population. Or we could say that the pigs were ceremonially unclean, and that therefore they were an appropriate receptacle for demons. Or we could point out that hog farming was against the law of Moses (e.g., Lev. 11:7). It was not kosher for Jews to raise bacon, even if they were only selling it to Gentiles. So depending on who owned the pigs, this may have been an act of divine justice. We could even say that Jesus created these pigs in the first place, and that as their Creator, he had the right to do with them as he pleased. 


   There may be some truth in all of these arguments, but it is better to say that the pigs lived and died for the glory of God. These fine swine are the most famous pigs in history. What other herd of pigs can claim to have demonstrated the divine power of Jesus Christ over the dark powers of hell? Jesus cast out the demons as easily as he had commanded the sea. He is the ruler of both the natural and the supernatural realms. In order to prove this, he permitted the demons to enter the pigs. In this way, everyone could witness what had happened in the unseen world of the spirits: Jesus had delivered a man from his demons. The pigs were an essential part of demonstrating the full extent of the miracle that had taken place. 


   There are many mysteries in the invisible war between God and Satan, and many things that we struggle to understand. Like Jesus, we believe that demons exist; like the demons, we believe that Jesus exists, and that he has the authority to crush every power that opposes his will. Whenever we are confronted with supernatural evil—when we believe that someone may be tormented by demons, for example, or when it seems that Satan is having his way in a family or community—we cry out for deliverance. We can never defeat the powers of hell in our own strength, but only by trusting in Jesus Christ, who “must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet” (1 Cor. 15:25). 


   

   

 

AFRAID OF WHAT? 

   The way people responded to this extraordinary exorcism was as important as the miracle itself. We see a clear contrast between the hog farmers and the madman that Jesus saved. Both of them went away and told other people what had happened, but only one man did this for the glory of God. Luke begins with the farmers: 


    	When the herdsmen saw what had happened, they fled and told it in the city and in 	the country. Then people went out to see what had happened, and they came to Jesus 	and found the man from whom the demons had gone, sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed 	and in his right mind, and they were afraid. And those who had seen it told them 	how the demon-possessed man had been healed. Then all the people of the surrounding 	country of the Gerasenes asked him to depart from them, for they were seized with 	great fear. So he got into the boat and returned. (Luke 8:34–37) 


   


   It is not every day that lunatics find religion, or that pigs commit mass suicide, so the word spread quickly. People wanted to come and see what had happened, and soon Jesus was confronted by an angry mob. The pigs were gone, and people were amazed to find that crazy old man who used to scare people at the cemetery sitting down and listening to Jesus. This frightened them so much that they demanded Jesus to depart. 


   Why were they so afraid? Perhaps they were looking after their financial interests. Notice that they confronted Jesus after hearing “how the demonpossessed man had been healed” (Luke 8:36). In other words, they knew that Jesus had cast demons out of the man and into the pigs. Now that the pigs were gone, they may have been afraid that Jesus would take away all their business. After all, two thousand pigs is a lot of bacon! The English poet John Oxenham imagines them saying something like this: 


    	Rabbi, begone! Thy powers
 	Bring loss to us and ours.
 	Our ways are not as Thine.
 	Thou lovest men, we—swine.
 	Oh, get you hence, Omnipotence,
 	And take this fool of Thine!
 	His soul? What care we for his soul?
 	What good to us that Thou hast made him whole,
 	Since we have lost our swine.10


   


   If this is why people were worried, it shows how wrong their priorities were. They cared more about their precious pigs than they did about the priceless treasure of a life transformed by the grace of Jesus Christ. This challenges our own priorities. What do we really value? Are we more concerned about getting our work done, or about taking time for people who need to know Christ? Are we willing to give up what we own—to support gospel work with sacrificial giving—so that others can come into the possession of salvation? 


   The people of the Gerasenes had the wrong priorities: they were afraid of losing any more of what they had. But they had an even deeper fear—the fear of Jesus himself, and of his saving power. Luke tells us that they “came to Jesus and found the man from whom the demons had gone, sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right mind, and they were afraid” (Luke 8:35). They could see what Jesus had done, and yet they still rejected him. They were full of fear—not fear in the sense of reverence and awe, but trembling and terror. They were afraid of Jesus. They were afraid of his power and authority. They were afraid of his ability to change someone’s life in ways they could not begin to understand. Perhaps most of all, they were afraid of what Jesus would change in their own lives if they let him stay around any longer. 


   This may seem irrational, yet it often happens. People have a lifechanging encounter with Jesus Christ. By the transforming work of the Holy Spirit, they turn away from their sins and receive the free gift of eternal life, placing their own personal trust in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The change is so dramatic that everyone knows it has to be the work of God. Yet sometimes the friends and family members who ought to be rejoicing respond instead with ridicule and rejection. They almost seem frightened to see someone read the Bible, go to church, and start talking about spiritual things. Deep down, what they are really afraid to confront is their own need of a Savior. They are close enough to see who Jesus is and what he can do. But instead of being open to consider the changes that God wants to make in their own lives, they find it much easier to send Jesus away. 


   This is always a tragic mistake. How sad it was that the Gerasenes drove Jesus away! If only they had let him stay, he could have saved them forever. He would have put them into their right minds, whether or not they were demon-possessed. He would have taught them everything they ever needed to know. 


   

   

 

GOING HOME WITH THE GOSPEL 

   We know this because Jesus did all this—and more—for the man he saved. It is one of the most radical transformations in the Gospels. Jesus took a man who was crazy, naked, and dangerous—a man walking with the dead—and changed his whole life forever. Here is how Darrell Bock summarizes the transformation: 


    	In a complete reversal of the previously possessed man’s demeanor, he is now clothed, 	whereas before he had been naked; he is now seated, whereas before he had been roaming; 	he is now associating with others as he sits at Jesus’ feet, whereas before he sought 	solitude; he is now of sound mind, whereas before he had been crying out in a loud 	voice; he is now comfortable in the presence of Jesus, whereas before he wanted nothing 	to do with him.11


   


   Notice all the things that Jesus did for this man. Luke describes him as “the man from whom the demons had gone” (Luke 8:35). So Jesus delivered him from demons. His evil spirits were gone. He was no longer oppressed and possessed by fallen angels. Jesus Christ was in control of his life, and wherever Jesus takes control, there is freedom from Satan. 


   The man was sitting at the feet of Jesus. Jesus had calmed the restless storm that raged inside his soul, and now he was able to sit quietly and listen to careful instruction. No longer alone and isolated, he had a saving relationship with Jesus Christ, and as a result, soon he would have many other healthy relationships as well. He was coming back into community. He was also fully clothed, and this too was spiritually significant. Previously he went around naked, without any sense of modesty or decency, but now he was wearing proper clothes. The orderly way he was behaving was a sign of the discipline Jesus was bringing to his soul. 


   Another way to say this is that the man was finally thinking sensibly. He was “in his right mind,” as Luke puts it. What a wonderful expression of what it means to know Jesus Christ! Until we come to Christ we are out of our right minds, but once we turn to him in faith we begin to think about everything the way we ought to think about it, in a Bible-based, Christcentered, God-glorifying way. In a word—the word the herdsmen used to describe what had happened—the man was healed (Luke 8:36). 


   This is a marvelous picture of what happens in salvation. We leave the sinful power of Satan and come under the control of Jesus Christ. We enter into a wonderful new personal relationship with him, and also with his people in the community of the church. Now we are clothed in the righteousness of Jesus Christ. We are able to sit still and listen to what he has to teach us. We have a whole new way of thinking about things, because the Word of God is transforming our minds. This is the experience of every person who trusts in Jesus Christ for salvation. Now we know Jesus for sure. As J. C. Ryle said, “Never is a man in his right mind till he is converted, or in his right place till he sits by faith at the feet of Jesus, or rightly clothed till he has put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” Real conversion, Ryle goes on to say, “is nothing else but the miraculous release of a captive, the miraculous restoration of a man to his right mind, the miraculous deliverance of a soul from the devil.”12 As we come to know Christ more and more, we experience his healing—healing from sin, from Satan, from loneliness, from indecency, from wrong ways of thinking, and even from the power of death. 


   Considering all the things that Jesus had done for this man, it is not surprising that he responded very differently from everyone else who was there that day. Instead of sending Jesus away, he was ready to follow him anywhere: “The man from whom the demons had gone begged that he might be with him” (Luke 8:38). When he saw that Jesus was leaving, the man pleaded for permission to climb in the boat and join his disciples. This is what we have come to expect in Luke’s Gospel, that when people come to Christ, they leave everything else behind and begin to follow him. But God had a different plan for this man’s life, as he often does: “Jesus sent him away, saying, ‘Return to your home, and declare how much God has done for you’” (Luke 8:38–39). 


   There is more than one way to serve Jesus, and more than one pathway of discipleship. This man would still be following Jesus, but not in the way that he expected. The gospel begins at home, so rather than going somewhere across the sea, he would go back and witness for Christ among his own people. This is usually the first calling we have after coming to Christ: not going off on some exotic adventure, but going back home to share the good news about Jesus with our family and friends. 


   The man who had been delivered from demons did just that. He was not only saved from something, but also to something: a life of evangelistic discipleship. The story thus ends with him going back and “proclaiming throughout the whole city how much Jesus had done for him” (Luke 8:39). Here Luke uses an important turn of phrase. Jesus told the man to say how much God had done for him, but when he went to share the gospel, it was all about what Jesus had done. No difference. Somehow he knew that Jesus had saved him with the very power of God. 


   The man must have had a dramatic testimony. Think of the stories he could tell, from his time among the tombs to the running of the pigs. And think how much Jesus had done for him. Here was a violent, demonpossessed man who had lived naked among the dead. But Jesus had cast out his demons. He had restored his dignity, brought him back to his senses, taught him the truth, and given him a reason to live by calling him to glorify God in sharing the gospel. Jesus had done so much for him that he told the whole city about it. 


   Anyone who has come to Jesus in faith has a wonderful story to tell. The details are always a little different, but the story is still the same. God has forgiven all our sins—even the dark and secret misdeeds that no one else knows about, and that we are almost afraid to admit to ourselves. He has done this through the cross, where Jesus died for our sins, and in the empty tomb, where Jesus was raised to give us eternal life. God has covered us with the righteousness of Jesus Christ, so that we are no longer naked in our guilt. He has put us into our right mind, so that we know who we really are, and who God really is. He has settled us down to listen to his word. He has given us a saving relationship with his Son. This is how much Jesus has done for us, even if we sometimes forget. If this is what Jesus has done for us, then we need to tell people about it, so that he can do the same thing for them. 
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 ONLY BELIEVE

   Luke 8:40–56
   


   While he was still speaking, someone from the ruler’s house came and said, “Your daughter is dead; do not trouble the Teacher any more.” But Jesus on hearing this answered him, “Do not fear; only believe, and she will be well.” (Luke 8:49–50) 


   The Gospels generally present the life of Jesus Christ as a series of separate incidents: one story after another. Each self-contained episode has its own cast of characters, its own plot, conflict, and resolution. This makes the Gospels ideal for teaching and preaching. One story equals one lesson or one sermon—all nice and tidy. 


   Yet from time to time we catch a glimpse of the commotion that constantly swirled around Jesus. There were no narrators to announce the next miracle, or subtitles to identify each parable. No one was there to help the disciples find their places or to hold up cue cards so they would remember their lines. It was life on the move, with one incident flowing into the next. The scene was constantly changing. People were always jostling around Jesus, clamoring for his attention, waiting to speak with him. 


   We see Jesus getting pushed and pressed at the end of Luke 8. After a time of teaching, Jesus had sailed across the Galilee to perform two miracles—one out on the water, and one on the far shore. “Now when Jesus returned,” Luke tells us, “the crowd welcomed him, for they were all waiting for him” (Luke 8:40). Jesus was a major attraction; people wanted to see more. But as soon as he arrived, he was called away to perform another healing miracle. Then, while he was on his way to perform that miracle, he was interrupted to perform yet another one. 


   This was a typical day in the life of our Savior: so much to do, for so many people. Here at the end of chapter 8 Luke brings two miracles together into one narrative. He gives us two for the price of one because this is the way it happened, of course, but also because he wanted to teach something significant about salvation. Here we meet two very different people, yet they are joined by their desperate need, by the first beginnings of saving faith, and by their experience with Jesus and his healing power. 


   

   

 

TWO PEOPLE, ONE NEED 

   The first person we meet was one of the most prominent men in the community. As the crowds welcomed Jesus back on shore, “there came a man named Jairus, who was a ruler of the synagogue” (Luke 8:41). The synagogue was the social and spiritual center of life in the Jewish community, and this man was one of its elders. As ruler of the synagogue, Jairus had the responsibility to oversee its teaching ministry and lead in the public worship of God. He was well respected for his godliness. 


   But no one had ever seen him like this: “And falling at Jesus’ feet, he implored him to come to his house, for he had an only daughter, about twelve years of age, and she was dying” (Luke 8:41–42). Jairus was desperate. His daughter—his only daughter, the little girl that he loved—was dying. As she lay dying, he did everything he could to save her, as any parent would, but nothing seemed to help. She was the priceless treasure of his heart, and he had all but given her up for lost. 


   Finally, Jairus went to see Jesus. Generally speaking, Jesus did not find favor with the religious establishment, but this man was desperate. He had heard about Jesus and the miracles he performed. Whether he was a believer or not, it was certainly worth a try, so Jairus came begging for help. Rather than sending one of his servants, he came in person, and as a sign of his humble submission, he fell at Jesus’ feet. He was up against our last and deadliest enemy. Death had brought him to his knees. 


   Providentially, Jesus was able and willing to help. Immediately he set out for the man’s home, but “as Jesus went, the people pressed around him. And there was a woman who had had a discharge of blood for twelve years, and though she had spent all her living on physicians, she could not be healed by anyone” (Luke 8:42–43). 


   All of a sudden, here was someone else in desperate need—different in many ways from the ruler of the synagogue, but nearly as needy. Although we do not know her name, we do know her medical history. She had been bleeding for more than a decade—as long as the little girl on her deathbed had been alive. Very likely she was suffering from some kind of uterine hemorrhage, but in any case, she simply could not stop bleeding. 


   The case was serious, possibly even life-threatening. At the very least, the hemorrhage had ruined the woman’s life. According to the law of Moses, a woman with a discharge of blood was considered ceremonially unclean (see Lev. 15:19ff.). She was not allowed to enter the temple or participate in public worship. She was not even allowed to touch other people, because if she did, then they too would become defiled. 


   People suffering from chronic illness often struggle with isolation, as their physical limitations cut them off from social interaction. This woman’s alienation was profound. She was an outcast. Out of necessity, she had pulled away from all physical contact, including with members of her own family. It had been twelve long years since anyone had embraced her. During that time she constantly had to be careful not to touch anyone, or to let anyone touch her. Maybe her condition was not a matter of life and death, but something had died inside her all the same. 


   Not surprisingly, the woman had tried everything to find a cure. Mark says she “had suffered much under many physicians, and was no better but rather grew worse” (Mark 5:26). From what we know of the ancient practice of medicine, this is hardly surprising. Here is what the Talmud advised for someone in this condition: “Take of the gum of Alexandria the weight of a small silver coin; of alum the same; of crocus the same. Let them be bruised together, and given in wine to the woman that has an issue of blood. If this does not benefit take of Persian onions three pints; boil them in wine, and give her to drink, and say ‘Arise from thy flux.’ If this does not cure her, set her in a place where two ways meet, and let her hold a cup of wine in her right hand, and let some one come behind and frighten her, and say, ‘Arise from thy flux.’”1 Needless to say, these remedies were far from effective. In fact, they sound more like cures for the hiccups than for chronic illness! 


   Luke is somewhat less critical of the woman’s doctors, but he does mention her medical bills: “though she had spent all her living on physicians, she could not be healed by anyone” (Luke 8:43). Well, the more things change, the more they stay the same! The woman’s illness had cost her everything she had: her money, her relationships, and her strength. 


   In some ways, she was very different from Jairus. They stood at opposite ends of the social spectrum. One was at the top of the scale, while the other wasn’t even on it. But they were both desperate for a cure. They both had critical problems they were unable to solve for themselves, which reminds us of our own tragic situation in this fallen world. In spite of all the medical progress that we have made, we are still powerless to stop our suffering. Both Jairus and the woman with the discharge of blood were beyond human help, and so are we. Whether they are physical or spiritual, we all have needs we cannot meet and problems we cannot solve. We struggle with besetting sins, broken relationships, incurable disabilities, chronic diseases, and areas of personal weakness that leave us feeling discouraged and defeated. And in the end, no matter what else we do or do not have to suffer, death will bring us to our knees. 


   

   

 

THE HEALING TOUCH 

   Where do you turn when you have tried everything else and nothing seems to help? Often it is out of the most desperate sense of need that people finally turn to Christ. When every other attempted remedy has failed, when we have spent everything we have and still have not found the cure, when everyone else has let us down and all our other supports have given way, Jesus is ready and waiting to save us. As the needy people in this story discovered, he is ready to heal anyone who falls down before him in faith, or who reaches out to touch the garment of his grace. 


   The woman was saved first. At first she was afraid to have any direct contact with Jesus. That would be too embarrassing. But she thought that perhaps she could just get close enough to touch his robe. We can imagine her waiting on the fringes of the crowd, working her way a little closer and a little closer, and then spotting his robe just within her reach. Luke tells us, “She came up behind him and touched the fringe of his garment, and immediately her discharge of blood ceased” (Luke 8:44). 


   It was a marvelous and miraculous healing. The woman was saved by the mighty power of Jesus Christ. All she touched was the corner of his garment, but even that was enough to save her. She was healed completely; for the first time in more than a decade, she was no longer bleeding. She was healed freely; this was the first cure she did not have to pay for, not to mention the first one that actually worked! She was healed instantly. All it took was one little touch, and she could feel supernatural power coursing through her body, healing her damaged tissues. 


   Jesus could feel it too. He asked, “Who was it that touched me?” (Luke 8:45). It seemed like a dumb question, at least to Peter. Jesus was in a crowd, and all kinds of people were touching him. So when everyone denied it, Peter said, somewhat impatiently, “Master, the crowds surround you and are pressing in on you!” (Luke 8:45). But Jesus would not be denied. Whether or not he performed this miracle by deliberate intent, he knew what had happened. He could tell that his divine power had been released into someone’s life. So he insisted, “Someone touched me, for I perceive that power has gone out from me” (Luke 8:46). 


   This comment is mysterious, because it seems to imply that Jesus could heal people unawares, that he could perform a miracle without intending to do so. Maybe the woman was healed by a direct act of God the Father, or by a supernatural work of the Holy Spirit. But if so, one wonders why something like this did not happen more often. People were always touching Jesus, but they were not always getting healed. 


   It is also possible that Jesus really did know who touched him, and that he knew it all along. People generally assume that when Jesus asked who touched him, he was asking for the sake of his own information. This is not impossible. By becoming a man in his incarnation, God the Son voluntarily assumed certain limitations, including limitations of intellect and cognition. His mind was as human as the rest of him, so with respect to his humanity (not his deity), he did not know all things. But in this case it is more than likely that Jesus knew exactly what had happened, that in fact he had willed it to happen. Therefore, he was not asking for his own benefit, but for the sake of the crowd, and for the woman herself. 


   Notice the effect that this question had on her. She was desperately hoping not to be noticed. When Jesus asked his question, she must have been mortified. Remember, she was not permitted to touch anyone. So if people found out that she had pushed her way through the crowd—or worse, that she had dared to lay a hand on Jesus—they would be indignant. They would humiliate her publicly. This is why she wanted to remain anonymous. In fact, we get the impression that she had already started to slip away. But now she was exposed. She knew that Jesus knew, and everyone else knew it too: “And when the woman saw that she was not hidden, she came trembling, and falling down before him declared in the presence of all the people why she had touched him, and how she had been immediately healed” (Luke 8:47). 


   Now we can see why Jesus asked who touched him. Rather than letting this woman remain anonymous, Jesus called her out to give a public testimony of God’s saving work in her life. At first was this more than a little bit scary. The woman was afraid to be exposed. But Jesus was not trying to embarrass her; he was giving her an opportunity to glorify God. Now everyone knew how she had been healed: by reaching out and touching Jesus. By openly declaring this, she brought honor to her Savior’s name. 


   Some people would prefer to keep salvation a secret. They are willing to reach out for Jesus in their own private way, as long as no one else knows about it. They want to be healed by a secret touch, but they don’t want to make a stand for Jesus. 


   Whatever else we may say about such people, it is doubtful that they are Christians, because Christians make an open confession of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. Jesus said, “Everyone who acknowledges me before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father who is in heaven, but whoever denies me before men, I also will deny before my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 10:32–33). The truest confession of our faith is not a private moment alone with Jesus, but a public witness to his grace, even if we give it—as this woman did—with fear and trembling. “Never keep silence,” wrote Abraham Kuyper, “or accustom yourself to reticence. You must speak out for the Christ. He who does not do so, or who is loathe to do so because of embarrassment, becomes guilty of denying his Savior.”2


   

   

 

BELONGING TO CHRIST 

   Jesus had another reason for asking who touched him. Not only did it give the woman a chance to confess her faith, but it also brought her into a relationship with her Savior. Salvation means much more than touching Jesus once and getting healed. It means entering into a personal relationship with him. Thus the conversation ends with Jesus saying, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace” (Luke 8:48). 


   In these few short words, Jesus teaches us what it means to belong to him. First he speaks about the grace of adoption, calling this woman “Daughter.” This is the first and only time in the Gospels that Jesus speaks to someone this way. For twelve agonizing years she had been alienated from human society. There must have been many times in her long suffering when she felt completely rejected, even by God. All she wanted was someone to hold her and take care of her. Now she was wrapped up in the embrace of her Savior. Jesus had not called her out to humiliate her after all, but to save her, to heal her, and to love her as God’s own dear child. 


   Next Jesus speaks about the gift of saving faith, telling the woman it was her faith that made her well. We could even say that her faith “saved” her, because the word Jesus used for healing is a form of the basic New Testament word for salvation (sozo). Of course, it was really the power of God in Christ that healed her, but the way she gained access to that healing power was by reaching out to Jesus with the hand of her faith. However timid she may have been, when she touched the corner of his robe, she believed that she could be healed. This was not some kind of magical superstition; it was simple faith in the person and work of Jesus Christ. This daughter of God trusted Jesus for her salvation, and by faith she gained access to his saving power. 


   Then Jesus sent the woman on her way with the blessing of his peace. She had come to him in all kinds of turmoil, desperate for a saving cure. But she departed in peace. She had physical peace; her body was restored. She had spiritual peace; she had entered into a personal saving relationship with Jesus Christ. And she had social peace; now that her cure was public knowledge, she would no longer suffer scorn and prejudice, but she would be reintegrated into the community of God’s people. 


   These are blessings that Jesus has for everyone who reaches out to him in faith. He gives us his love, making us the sons and daughters of God. We do not have to hold back, alone and afraid, avoiding other people and hardly daring to approach God. No matter what we have done, or what we have suffered, Jesus will welcome us into the Father’s love with open arms. And he will give us his peace, watching over us forever with the benediction of his grace. Within his own person, on the basis of his crucifixion and resurrection, Jesus has the power to heal us in all the ways we need to be healed—from sorrow, abandonment, abuse, depression, and the guilt of our sin. All we need to do is grab hold of him by faith and trust his power to save. 


   

   

 

FAITH, NOT FEAR 

   This might seem like a good place to stop, but there is more to the story. The whole time that Jesus was speaking with the woman he had healed, Jairus was waiting with groaning impatience. His little girl was dying, and there was not a moment to lose. Why did Jesus keep stopping to help people? Every minute he delayed was another minute his daughter suffered, and another minute that brought her closer to death. 


   Then someone came running up with the news that Jairus had been dreading for days: “While he [Jesus] was still speaking, someone from the ruler’s house came and said, ‘Your daughter is dead; do not trouble the Teacher any more’” (Luke 8:49). This gives the impression that Jairus had been trying to hustle Jesus along, tugging at his sleeve and reminding him to hurry. But now it was too late. Jesus had waited too long. The girl was dead, and all that anyone could do was to mourn her passing. As the servant said, there was no reason to trouble Jesus any longer. 


   This statement echoed the words of the centurion back in chapter 7, when he said, “Lord, do not trouble yourself. . . . But say the word, and let my servant be healed” (Luke 7:6–7). On that occasion, telling Jesus not to trouble himself was a statement of faith. The centurion believed that Jesus did not have to go in person; all he had to do was say the word. But this time it was an admission of unbelief. The servant simply assumed that whatever power Jesus had could not possibly extend beyond the grave. Obviously there was nothing more that he or anyone else could do. 


   When Jesus overheard what the servant said, he immediately interrupted. “But Jesus on hearing this answered him, ‘Do not fear; only believe, and she will be well’” (Luke 8:50). Now we can see why these two stories are paired together, and perhaps also why Jesus took so long to get to Jairus’s house. It was all in the providence of God. If he had wanted to, Jesus could have healed the girl without even going to the house. Instead, he followed Jairus home, and along the way, performed a healing miracle that demonstrated the power of faith. Now Jesus would give a more complete demonstration of his saving power, and the first miracle that he performed would help Jairus trust in his power to perform the second. There were two miracles, both of which call us to faith in Jesus Christ. 


   All Jairus had to do was believe, but even that must have seemed impossible. The moment he heard that his daughter was dead, grief overwhelmed his soul and fear clutched at his heart. But Jesus told him not to be afraid. He told him to have faith, which is the very antithesis of fear. 


   Faith and fear always stand in opposition. This means that we have a choice to make: either we can be afraid of all the things that might go wrong, and have gone wrong, or we can trust Jesus to see us through. We face this choice all through life. Am I afraid of what might happen to my children, always fretting about their physical and spiritual safety, or do I entrust them to God’s fatherly care? Am I afraid of what people will say if I take a stand for Christ, or do I trust God to vindicate me? Am I afraid of losing everything I own, or do I trust God to provide what I truly need? Am I afraid that I will never get what I want out of life, or do I trust God to give me the desires of his heart? In every anxious situation, Jesus calls us to trust in him. 


   A simple illustration of the way fear finds its answer in the Christian’s faith comes from the Blitz, when the Nazis were bombing London: 


    A father, holding his small son by the hand, ran from a building that had been struck by a bomb. In the front yard was a shell hole. Seeking shelter as soon as possible, the father jumped into the hole and held up his arms for his son to follow. 


    Terrified, yet hearing his father’s voice telling him to jump, the boy replied, “I can’t see you!” 


    The father, looking up against the sky tinted red by the burning buildings, called to the silhouette of his son, “But I can see you. Jump!”3


   


   Jesus calls us to exercise the same kind of trust in him, not leaping blindly in the dark, but falling into his arms because we hear his voice. We trust him for the forgiveness of our sins through his death on the cross. We trust him for spiritual healing from the wounds we have suffered in a fallen world. We trust him for the grace to endure trials with patience and perseverance. We trust him for the reconciliation of relationships, and for the salvation of the people we love. 


   

   

 

THE AWAKENING 

   What was remarkable in this situation is that such faith was extended beyond the grave. Jesus told Jairus not to be afraid, even in the face of death, but only to believe. What he told him to believe was that his daughter would be well—literally, that she would be saved (Luke 8:50). This sets the stage for one of the most dramatic scenes in the Gospel: “And when he came to the house, he allowed no one to enter with him, except Peter and John and James, and the father and mother of the child. And all were weeping and mourning for her, but he said, ‘Do not weep, for she is not dead but sleeping.’ And they laughed at him, knowing that she was dead” (Luke 8:51–53). 


   The mourners had already gathered, and the sound of their lamentation filled the house. Jairus and his wife were weeping, too, in the inconsolable agony of parents grieving the loss of their little girl. Jesus was not unsympathetic. After all, as we saw in the previous episode, he knew what it meant to love someone like a daughter. Nevertheless, Jesus told them not to weep. But when he told them why, they scoffed at his obvious ignorance of basic medicine. The girl was dead, they said. 


   And the girl was dead. But Jesus said, “she is not dead but sleeping” (Luke 8:52). When he said this, Jesus was not offering a different diagnosis. Instead, he was introducing a whole different perspective on what it means to die, based on his divine power over life and death. Jesus knew that this girl would rise to live another day, so he said that she was only asleep. As one old commentator says, there is an entire sermon in the word “sleeping.”4 The girl’s death was not permanent. The girl was dead to her family and friends, but as far as Jesus was concerned, she was only asleep. 


   So “taking her by the hand he called, saying, ‘Child, arise’” (Luke 8:54). It was the simplest thing. Jesus touched the girl with his healing hand and said what her mother probably said to her every morning: “Get up, my child.”5 And she did get up, because by the power of Jesus, life came back into her body, reuniting her body and her soul: “And her spirit returned, and she got up at once. And he directed that something should be given her to eat. And her parents were amazed, but he charged them to tell no one what had happened” (Luke 8:54–56). 


   The girl came back to life as if waking from a dream. They gave her something to eat, so she could regain her strength. Then Jesus told the people who were in the room—her immediate family and his closest disciples—not to tell anyone what had happened. It would be their little secret, at least for the time being. The Gospel does not tell us why. They could not keep it a secret forever, of course; people would discover that the girl had come back to life. But whether he was trying to protect the little girl, or waiting for another time to reveal his resurrection power, Jesus was not looking for a lot of immediate publicity. 


   Bear in mind that the girl’s resuscitation was only temporary because she had not yet received her resurrection body. So although Jairus and his daughter had their happy reunion, eventually they would be parted by death, and one of them would have to grieve all over again. The only real hope for them and for us is not resuscitation, but resurrection—the raising of our bodies to everlasting splendor in the kingdom of God. 


   The really important question is whether there is a resurrection for the dead, not just for a little while, but forever. Part of the purpose of this miracle was to prove that there is. What happened to Jairus’s daughter is a picture of what will happen to every believer in Christ. Death is not the end for us. As soon as we die, our souls immediately enter the presence of Christ. As the Scripture says, to be “away from the body” is to be “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8). Meanwhile, our bodies rest in the ground, waiting for the final resurrection. That resurrection is so absolutely certain that the Bible sometimes describes death as a kind of sleep: “For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep” (1 Thess. 4:14). 


   Death is not the end for believers in Christ. In the same way that Jesus was raised on the third day, we too will be raised. Our bodies will sleep in death, but they will rise again. How do we know this? By faith—faith in Jesus Christ. And since faith is the antithesis of fear, we do not need to fear our own death, or the death of the people that we love in Christ. This story is a special comfort for parents who like Jairus suffer the loss of a child. One poet wrote: 


    When sickness, pain, and death
 Come o’er a godly child,
 How sweetly, then, departs the breath!
 The dying pang, how mild!


   


    It gently sinks to rest,
 As once it used to do
 Upon the tender mother’s breast,
 And as securely too.


   


    The spirit is not dead,
 Though low the body lies;
 But, freed from sin and sorrow, fled
 To dwell beyond the skies.


   


    That death is but a sleep
 Beneath a Savior’s care;
 And He will surely safely keep
 The body resting there.6


   


   Through faith in Christ, we have this hope for ourselves, and for all the children and friends we have loved and lost. Their souls live. Their bodies are only sleeping in the dust of death, and we will see them again at the resurrection. “Do not fear,” Jesus says; “only believe, and all will be well.” 
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 AN INTERNSHIP FOR THE APOSTLES

   Luke 9:1–9   


   And he called the twelve together and gave them power and authority over all demons and to cure diseases, and he sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal. (Luke 9:1–2) 


   The best way of learning is by doing. A chef does not master the art of fine cuisine from reading a cookbook, but rather from stirring the sauce in the kitchen. A football player does not learn how to block or tackle by staring at “X’s” and “O’s” on the chalkboard, but by putting on some pads and hitting people. A seamstress does not become a dressmaker by watching sewing demonstrations, but by working with fabric and thread. Learning comes by doing. 


   So it was for the apostles. This band of brothers had been traveling with Jesus ever since he called them to follow him (Luke 6:12–16). They watched him perform miracles. They listened to him teach, puzzling over his parables and pondering the answers he gave to their endless questions. But the training of the twelve was not yet complete. The disciples needed practical experience in the ministry of word and deed. So Jesus “sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal” (Luke 9:2). 


   Today people might call this an internship, like the ones that seminary students undertake to learn all the practical things they really cannot learn in the classroom. Or perhaps it was more like a short-term missions trip. In any case, it was an exciting moment. Jesus was coming to the end of his ministry in Galilee, but before he set his face towards Jerusalem and the cross (Luke 9:51), and before he gave his disciples their Great Commission to reach all nations with the gospel, he wanted to give them practical experience in ministry. So he sent them out on a mission into the surrounding communities.


   

   

 

A DOUBLE MISSION 

   In order for any internship to be effective, an intern needs to know his calling. This is something that the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), to give just one example, takes very seriously. Pastoral interns work with church leaders to produce a detailed internship proposal, including a job description. Then, once their proposal is approved, interns are given a solemn charge: “In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and by that authority which He has given to the Church for its edification, we do declare you to be an intern of this Presbytery as a means of testing your gifts for the holy ministry wherever God in His providence may call you; and for this purpose may the blessing of God rest upon you, and the Spirit of Christ fill your heart.”1


   When Jesus sent out his apostles to test their gifts for ministry, he gave them a solemn charge as well, but in different and somewhat unusual terms. There were three main parts to the charge: first, their mission as apostles, which was a double mission to preach and to heal (Luke 9:2); second, the power and authority they needed to fulfill their mission (Luke 9:1); and third, the manner in which they were to execute their mission (Luke 9:3–5). Luke then shows us how the apostles fulfilled their mission (Luke 9:6), as well as how people responded (Luke 9:7–9). 


   The apostolic mission was twofold. Jesus sent his disciples out “to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal” (Luke 9:2). Thus their ministry involved both preaching and healing. They ministered to people’s bodies as well as their souls. 


   Preaching came first. The primary calling of the apostles was to proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God. This also happened to be the primary calling of Jesus Christ. Back in chapter 4, when people were clamoring for him to keep healing, Jesus said, “I must preach the good news of the kingdom . . . ; for I was sent for this purpose” (Luke 4:43). This was the apostles’ purpose as well: to preach the gospel of God’s kingdom. 


   After spending time with Jesus, the apostles had many things to teach. They could instruct people in the proper understanding of the law, as they had received it from Christ. They could call people to repentance, pleading with them to turn away from sin. They could teach them to love their enemies, to build their lives on the rock, to receive God’s word the way rich soil receives good seed, and to do all the other things that Jesus had taught them to do. But the best way to summarize their ministry of God’s word is to say that they preached the kingdom. 


   The kingdom of God is not a territory protected by an army or an empire on a map, but a sovereign dominion over the hearts of God’s people. God’s kingdom is God’s rule—his royal authority and sovereign reign. God is the King, so wherever he is, the kingdom is. The kingdom is present wherever God exercises his kingly power, and wherever people honor and serve him as their King. 


   Jesus had been preaching the kingdom ever since he began his public ministry (Luke 4:43). Now the apostles were to preach the same message, proclaiming that the kingdom had come in the person of Jesus Christ. “Proclaim” was just the word for it. This biblical word for preaching (kēryssō) has its origins in the royal court, where a herald would go out and announce the arrival of the king or some other news of public importance. In a similar way, the apostles went out as gospel heralds to announce the coming of Christ as King. 


   Then, in order to confirm the truth of their message, the apostles performed miracles of healing. Like Jesus himself, they cured the sick, cast out demons, cleansed lepers, and gave sight to the blind. Their miraculous healing ministry proved that what they said was true: the kingdom had come. Christ had arrived as King to redeem people from the curse of the fall. He had come to save people body and soul, delivering them from death and disease. He cared for people’s physical needs; he had the power to make them whole. 


   This was all confirmed by the miracles of the apostles, which in one way or another were signs of salvation. The apostles were not trying to call attention to themselves, but to Christ and his gospel. Their miracles showed that what they said about salvation was true. Obviously they could not heal everybody, and even the people they healed would get sick again, and eventually die. The most important thing, therefore, was not giving people some kind of temporary healing, but offering them eternal life through faith in Jesus Christ. The apostolic performance of miracles proved the proclamation of the apostolic gospel. 


   

   

 

OUR MISSION 

   Preaching and healing had always been the main hallmarks of the public ministry of Jesus Christ. The apostolic mission to preach and to heal was therefore an extension of his saving work. This had been God’s plan from the beginning. Rather than taking his gospel around the world himself, Jesus would in turn give it to his disciples, and they would carry it to the ends of the earth. By doing this, Jesus was multiplying his ministry. Together the apostles would preach the gospel to more people in more places than Jesus could ever do all by himself. 


   The gospel of his kingdom is still spreading. Today the ministry of Jesus and his apostles is extended through the church. As remarkable as it may seem, Jesus does his work in the world through the ordinary men, women, and children of the church. Together we are called to preach the good news of the kingdom of God. We proclaim the apostolic message of the cross and the empty tomb, announcing that through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, sinners can receive forgiveness from God, with the free gift of eternal life. This is our first and fundamental calling. In the words of J. C. Ryle, preaching is “God’s chosen instrument for doing good to souls. By it sinners are converted, inquirers led on, and saints built up. A preaching ministry is absolutely essential to the health and prosperity of the visible church. The pulpit is the place where the chief victories of the Gospel have always been won, and no Church has ever done much for the advancement of true religion in which the pulpit has been neglected.”2


   We are also called to heal—in other words, to minister to people’s material as well as spiritual needs. At certain times and in some places, this ministry may be miraculous, especially when the gospel first penetrates a culture. In order to confirm the truth of his word, God certainly can and sometimes may heal people in miraculous ways. But whenever and wherever the church gets established, the church itself becomes the confirmation of the gospel. How did people know that the apostles were telling the truth about God’s kingdom? In part, because their miracles proved it. How do people know that we are telling the truth about salvation, especially when they cannot see Jesus in person? People do not know this by our miracles, ordinarily, but as a community of God’s people we confirm the truth by our love, our suffering, and the sacrificial way we care for people’s needs. 


   Like Jesus and the apostles, the church has a double mission. We are called to a ministry of both word and deed, and these two aspects of ministry should never be separated. As the church, we seek to meet people’s physical as well as spiritual needs. This means caring for the sick, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, visiting prisoners, welcoming strangers, and showing hospitality to the homeless. We do these things because Jesus did them. We do them because God cares for our bodies as much as he cares for our souls. And we do them because meeting people’s needs helps confirm the truth of our message. Often people are not ready to receive Christ until they see his love demonstrated in a tangible way through the healing service of the church. Norval Geldenhuys summarizes by saying: 


    We must go into the world and (1) preach the kingdom of God—summon mankind to the realization that His divine and saving sovereignty has been fully manifested in the advent, passion, and triumph of Christ, and that they must repent so that they may, to His honour, share in the wealth of His mercy as He even now imparts it to every member of His kingdom and as He will impart it fully at the end of the age; (2) we must continue His works of mercy by working also for the deliverance of mankind from their physical need—through poor-relief work, care for orphans, hospital services (especially in the mission field), institutions for the blind, prayers for the sick, work among prisoners and other undertakings in the service of suffering humanity.3


   


   At some level, this is the calling of every church and every Christian. Proclaim the kingdom of Christ in word and deed. Care for people’s physical and spiritual needs. Share the gospel, giving your life away in sacrificial service. Unless we do these things, we fail to fulfill our mission to the world. But if we do them, the kingdom of God is demonstrated in word and deed. 


   

   

 

MISSION POSSIBLE 

   It is one thing to have a clear mission, and another thing to complete it. The television show Mission: Impossible always began by describing a dangerous situation. The director would say, “Your mission, should you choose to accept it,” and then he would explain the mission. But what he could not do was to guarantee its success. That was left up to the team on the mission, to their resources, and of course, to the ingenuity of the people who wrote the screenplay. 


   The apostles had much more than this to work with. When Jesus gave them their mission, he also gave them the divine authority and almighty power they needed to complete it: “And he called the twelve together and gave them power and authority over all demons and to cure diseases” (Luke 9:1). Power is the ability to do something; authority is the right to do it; the apostles needed both. 


   Obviously, the apostles needed the power to perform miracles. Otherwise, they would make complete fools of themselves. They were claiming that the kingdom had come, and they needed to be able to back up this claim by demonstrating the power of the kingdom. If they offered to heal people, and then failed to heal them, their gospel would have no credibility. So Jesus gave them his own divine power over demons and diseases. The apostles had seen him demonstrate this mighty power day after day, cleansing lepers, mending broken bones, raising the dead, and performing all kinds of healing miracles. Now, in the name of Jesus, they would have the same mighty power. They would cast out demons, give sight to the blind, and enable the lame to walk. 


   In addition to power, Jesus also gave his apostles the authority to perform these miracles. This is stated explicitly in verse 1, and also implied in verse 2, which says that Jesus “sent out” the twelve. The word “send” (apesteilen) is a form of the biblical word for “apostle” (apostolos). In the technical sense, an apostle is someone who is sent—specifically, someone sent to serve as an official representative, like an ambassador. The apostles in the biblical Gospels were the personal representatives of Jesus Christ. Those who were sent had “instructions to teach and act in the name of the Sender, on His authority.”4 This ensured that any power they were given would not be used for their own purposes, but only under the divine direction of Jesus Christ. 


   So the disciples were given power and authority; they had both the ability and the right to carry out their commission. Sometimes people have the power to do something, but not the authority. Then, if they proceed to use their power, they are abusing it. For example, a street gang may have the power to control an urban neighborhood, but it does not have the rightful authority. By contrast, a police officer may have the authority to stop gang violence, but if he does not have any backup, he may not have the power. The apostles had both power and authority—the power and authority of God the eternal Son. 


   This was especially important when it came to casting out demons. What right did these mere men have to command the demons? No right at all. Yet Luke tells us that Jesus gave the apostles authority over “all demons.” Not even one fallen angel, except perhaps for Satan himself, could resist their will. If the apostles decided to cast out a demon, they could cast it out, freeing people from their bondage to demonic darkness. 


   The authority of these apostles was unique. They alone were fully authorized to serve as personal representatives of Jesus Christ, preaching the good news of his kingdom and performing its miraculous signs. To this day, we recognize their unique authority by reading their New Testament writings as the very Word of God. God has not given us the same power and authority that he gave to them as apostles. Nevertheless, God has given us power and authority. Jesus Christ now does his saving work in the world through his people. Under his lordship, we have the authority to preach the gospel, saying, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31). On the basis of God’s Word, it is our responsibility and our right to tell people that if they trust in Jesus Christ, then on the basis of his sufferings and death on the cross, their sins will be forgiven. 


   We not only have the authority to do this, but also the power. We have the gospel of Jesus Christ—the good news that through his death and resurrection, Jesus has opened the way to eternal life—and this gospel “is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16). We also have the Holy Spirit. When Jesus sent us out into the world to spread the gospel, he sent us with his Spirit. The Spirit has the power to save sinners, granting them the gift of faith and turning their hearts to God. The Spirit also gives us the power to continue serving God in the work of the gospel, even when we are weak and struggling. The Scripture says we are “strengthened with power through his Spirit” (Eph. 3:16). So whenever we are tempted to doubt that what we do for the Lord is accomplishing anything, we may ask God to empower us again by the inward work of his Holy Spirit. 


   

   

 

ROOM AND BOARD 

   The apostles had a twofold mission, with the power and authority to fulfill it. They were called to preach and to heal with the gospel. But to carry out this mission, they also needed to know how, so Jesus gave them a special set of instructions: “Take nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money; and do not have two tunics. And whatever house you enter, stay there, and from there depart” (Luke 9:3–4). 


   Jesus told the apostles to travel light. By way of comparison, former Philadelphia Eagles quarterback Koy Detmer once told reporters that he wore only one set of clothes on team road trips for the entire season. He never carried any luggage. But even Mr. Detmer, as light as he traveled, said that he stuck a toothbrush in his back pocket before he got on the airplane to leave town. The apostles traveled even lighter: no clothes, no food, no money—just their sandals and the robes on their backs. They were not even allowed to take a bag, perhaps because this might give the impression that they were beggars. 


   The apostles simply went as they were, and wherever they went, they did not stay long. Jesus told them to enter, stay, and leave from the same house. Maybe this meant that they should not look for luxury. Rather than moving from house to house, always searching for better lodgings, they were supposed to be content with what God provided. But something else seems to be going on here too. In those days, the conventions of hospitality did not allow long visits; people were careful not to overstay their welcome. So when Jesus told his disciples to leave from the same place they arrived, he was telling them that after a few days, they should move on to another town. 


   This schedule helps to convey the urgency of their mission. Jesus did not want his apostles to be distracted from their ministry, or to waste any time preparing for it. Thus they went “in haste, carrying not an ounce of superfluous equipment, relying entirely on hospitality, and wasting no time upon the inhospitable and unreceptive.”5 They were utterly dependent on God. This was an important part of their apostolic internship. Rather than relying on their own resources, the apostles had to entrust themselves entirely to God’s providential care. In this way, they would learn to trust God for everything. 


   From time to time some Christians have concluded that every missionary should travel the same way: not taking any supplies or asking for any money. This is a good example of bad exegesis. To begin with, Jesus gave these instructions most specifically to the apostles, but never to the rest of the church. Furthermore, the apostles were still in Israel, serving the people of God, from whom they had a right to receive hospitality. In addition, Jesus later told the apostles to do almost exactly the opposite. At the end of the Last Supper he said, “But now let the one who has a moneybag take it, and likewise a knapsack” (Luke 22:36). So not even the apostles lived this way all the time. There is more than one way to trust God, and more than one godly way to gain the support we need for missionary work. 


   Having said that, however, we should remember how little we truly need, and how much God can be trusted to provide for the work of the gospel. One thinks of the missionary work of Hudson Taylor, who trusted God alone to provide for the China Inland Mission. Or one thinks of of the faith ministry of George Muller, who ran a famous orphanage in Bristol, England. Muller never did any fund raising for his ministry, but simply prayed and trusted God to provide. Christians in ministry often have more than they need, but never too little to do the work that God has called us to do. God always supplies what we truly need. 


   

   

 

THE ULTIMATE QUESTION 

   God certainly provided the apostles with what they needed. He gave them power and authority for ministry, he met their daily needs, and he enabled them to carry out their mission. Carry it out they did, taking the good news of Jesus Christ into all the surrounding communities. As Luke tells us, “they departed and went through the villages, preaching the gospel and healing everywhere” (Luke 9:6). In other words, the apostles fulfilled all the requirements of their internship. This was an important step in their progress towards ministry, but it was also important for another reason: the gospel they preached was a matter of spiritual life and death. 


   When Jesus gave the apostles their instructions, he obviously attached special importance to the way people responded to their gospel. Some would receive the good news by faith. They would welcome the apostles into their own homes, and believe the gospel of the kingdom. But others would not even give them basic hospitality. This was more than bad manners; it was a rejection of God and his gospel. Remember, the apostles were representatives of Jesus Christ. To reject them, therefore, was to reject Christ himself. 


   Jesus told his disciples what to do when people rejected them: “And wherever they do not receive you, when you leave that town shake off the dust from your feet as a testimony against them” (Luke 9:5). This gesture amounted to a public rebuke. In effect, the apostles were to reject the town the same way that the town had rejected them. Shaking dust off their feet was a sign that people in that community were outside the kingdom of God. As Leon Morris explains, “There was a rabbinic idea that the dust of Gentile lands carried defilement, and strict Jews are said to have removed it from their shoes whenever they returned to Palestine from abroad. The disciples’ shaking of the dust from their feet . . . declared in symbol that Israelites who rejected the kingdom were no better than Gentiles. They did not belong to the people of God.”6 This was a matter of spiritual life and death. Because these people rejected the apostles, they were cut off from Christ. 


   The same thing happens whenever we preach the gospel today. We proclaim the forgiveness of sins and the free gift of eternal life through the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ. People respond to this message in different ways. Some people believe it and are saved, while others reject it to their own condemnation. But either way, the gospel clarifies people’s condition; it shows where they really stand spiritually. Until they hear the good news, it is our responsibility to give it to them; but once they hear it, it is their responsibility to believe it, or else to be lost forever. 


   There is a striking example of how one man responded to the gospel at the end of this passage. It is the example of Herod. This was Herod Antipas, the son of the infamous Herod the Great, who had sought to have Jesus killed when he was only a baby. Luke tells us that “Herod the tetrarch heard about all that was happening, and he was perplexed, because it was said by some that John had been raised from the dead, by some that Elijah had appeared, and by others that one of the prophets of old had risen” (Luke 9:7–8). 


   It is hard to know what all is included in the phrase “all that was happening.” Perhaps this refers to everything that Jesus had done since the beginning of his public ministry—all the miracles that he had performed. Or perhaps it refers more specifically and immediately to the ministry of his apostles. Suddenly Jesus seemed to be everywhere. People all over Galilee were talking about his ministry. This is because the apostles had done their work well, not advancing themselves, but preaching Jesus Christ and performing miracles in his name. When they moved on to the next place, therefore, the people they left behind were all talking about Jesus. This is the perfect model for Christian ministry: touching people’s lives in a way that leaves them deeply impressed—not with us, but with our Savior. 


   Everyone in Israel was talking about the Savior. Who was this Jesus? People had different opinions. Some thought he was like John the Baptist, who was famous for preaching the kingdom of God. Others thought he was the second coming of Elijah, no doubt thinking of Malachi’s great promise that Elijah would come again before the day of the Lord (see Mal. 4:5). Still others said that Jesus was one of the ancient prophets, back from the dead. 


   Understandably, Herod was confused. Some said this, while others said that, and it was hard to get the story straight. Frankly, all the talk about John the Baptist was starting to frighten him. Herod said, “John I beheaded, but who is this about whom I hear such things?” (Luke 9:9). From this question we learn, almost incidentally, that John the Baptist had been murdered. The last we heard, John was languishing in prison, wondering whether Jesus really was the Christ (see Luke 7:18–23). Now we know that John is dead—beheaded by the cruel hand of Herod. 


   To all of this Luke adds a haunting comment: “And he sought to see him” (Luke 9:9). Herod’s curiosity was getting the best of him. He wanted to see Jesus. He wanted to know who he was. Maybe he just wanted to make sure that Jesus wasn’t John the Baptist after all. Perhaps his guilty conscience made him afraid of John’s ghost. 


   But whatever his reasons for wanting to see Jesus, Herod was asking the right question. It is the ultimate question that we each have to answer for ourselves and that ought to be at the center of our ministry. It is the question that Luke comes back to again and again in his Gospel: Who is Jesus? Each time someone asks, the question comes with greater and greater urgency, demanding an answer: Who is this Jesus? Each time the answer becomes clearer and clearer. Yet Herod never did get it right. He never came to faith in Jesus Christ. We know this because he did nothing to save Jesus from the cross, but instead allowed his soldiers to abuse him on the way to his execution (Luke 23:6–12; cf. 13:31). 


   Herod’s example shows how absolutely crucial it is to make a firm decision for Christ. If we do not receive him by faith, we are really rejecting him, and eventually he will reject us. This is true even if we express some interest in Jesus. Herod was interested in Jesus, too. He found Jesus fascinating. He wanted to meet him and know more about him. But he never trusted him for salvation. 


   It takes more than idle curiosity for someone to come to Christ. It takes repentance for sin and faith that Jesus is the Son of God and the Savior of sinners. We need to do more than take a look at Jesus; we need to come to the right conclusion about him, knowing for sure that he is our Savior. Once we do, we will want other people to know Jesus too. We will go everywhere in the power of his Spirit and the authority of his name to preach the gospel and to heal people with the love of Christ. 
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 FIVE LOAVES, TWO FISH, TWELVE BASKETS

   Luke 9:10–17   


   And taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven and said a blessing over them. Then he broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the crowd. And they all ate and were satisfied. And what was left over was picked up, twelve baskets of broken pieces. (Luke 9:16–17) 


   Sometimes I forget how to follow Christ and have to learn all over again. If it has happened to me once, it has happened a thousand times: I learn some basic lesson in Christian discipleship, but soon I forget, and then I find myself struggling spiritually. When I stop to ask why, I discover that I have been missing one of the basics—something I already know but somehow have managed to forget, again. 


   What are some of the basic lessons that Christians sometimes forget to remember? We forget to study the Bible, not remembering that God’s Word gives us life. We forget the power of prayer, not remembering that God’s blessing is ours for the asking. We forget that we cannot make it on our own, not remembering our deep dependency on the Holy Spirit. We forget that we do not have to work our way to heaven, not remembering that God has accepted us in Christ. We forget how much God loves us, not remembering that we are his sons and daughters. We forget that our Father knows best, not remembering to trust his sovereign plan for our lives. And we forget that God will provide, not remembering his promise to give us our daily bread. 


   Whenever we come down with this kind of spiritual amnesia, we go into spiritual decline. Our relationship with Christ ceases to be a joy and starts becoming a chore. Instead of being carried along by the wind of the Spirit, we trudge along under our own power, weighed down by the guilt of unconfessed sin. We experience unnecessary feelings of loneliness, doubt, discouragement, and anxiety. Very soon, unless we learn how to follow Christ all over again, we will be ineffective in our service to God. How quickly we forget, and how badly we need to remember. 


   

   

 

A RETREAT INTERRUPTED 

   The apostles had the same problem. They seemed to forget almost as much as they learned from Jesus, especially in the early days of their discipleship. There is a notable example of this in Luke 9, where Jesus feeds the five thousand. This is one of Jesus’ most famous miracles—one of only two miracles to appear in all four Gospels (the other is the resurrection). It comes near the end of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee, at one of the climax points of the Gospel. Soon Peter will make his confession of the Christ. But first Jesus had one last great miracle to perform in Galilee, at the world’s most famous picnic. 


   Everyone knows the story, but people do not always remember the context. The apostles had just completed their internship, so to speak. They had been preaching the kingdom and healing people all over Galilee—an amazing experience of God’s power and provision in ministry. Now it was time for the disciples to go on a retreat and report on their short-term mission trip. According to Mark, they had not even had a chance to sit down and eat, so Jesus invited them to come away and rest (Mark 6:31). They must have been exhausted. What they needed most—and what we always need the most after a busy time in ministry—was time away with Jesus. 


   Jesus and his disciples were hoping to enjoy a little privacy, away from the public eye, but they could not escape for long: “On their return the apostles told him all that they had done. And he took them and withdrew apart to a town called Bethsaida. When the crowds learned it, they followed him, and he welcomed them and spoke to them of the kingdom of God and cured those who had need of healing” (Luke 9:10–11). 


   This is a powerful witness to the compassion of Christ and his servant-hearted ministry. The hordes of people that followed Jesus were invading his privacy and disturbing his rest. Most people would have been tempted to ask them to come back later, or to send them away altogether. But Jesus welcomed all comers. He was willing to be inconvenienced and interrupted, as long as he had an opportunity to preach the kingdom and perform its miracles. The way Jesus welcomed these people reminds us that we can go to him at any time; he will listen to our cry for help. It also sets the pattern for our own ministry. Even when we are tired and weary, wanting to take a break from other people and their problems, we need to be ready to give them the gospel and to help them in any practical way we can. 


   Jesus was always ready to receive people in need, and when he received them, he was always able to help them. Luke tells us that Jesus cured anyone and everyone who needed healing. There was not one single case that he could not resolve. This is a powerful testimony to his grace. There is hope for everyone in Jesus, because he is able to save anyone who comes to him for help. This is as true for us spiritually as it was for the crowds medically. By the power of his grace, Jesus is able to forgive our sins, renew our spirits, and comfort our sorrows. He is able to touch the wounded places in our hearts and make us whole. 


   All of this provides the background to a very practical difficulty: “Now the day began to wear away, and the twelve came and said to him, ‘Send the crowd away to go into the surrounding villages and countryside to find lodging and get provisions, for we are here in a desolate place’” (Luke 9:12). The sun was going down in the desert. The hour was late, the shadows were lengthening, and before long it would be getting dark. As the day wore on, the disciples began to have some logistical concerns. They wondered where everyone would get something to eat, not to mention a place to stay. They were out in a remote area, far from anything resembling a roadside hotel, and it was hard to imagine where so many people could find room and board. 


   Apparently the disciples were thinking about others, but the way they approached Jesus seems a little suspect. They were hungry too, and one wonders how much this had to do with their request, especially since it was more like a demand. Basically, the disciples told Jesus to get rid of the crowds. That way, everyone else could look after their own needs, while the disciples had Jesus all to themselves. But there were some things that they were forgetting and needed to remember. 


   

   

 

JESUS TESTS HIS DISCIPLES 

   Jesus responded with a demand of his own. It was a test of their fitness for ministry—the final exam for their internship. Jesus said to his disciples, “You give them something to eat” (Luke 9:13). 


   This was a command, not a question. But what are we to make of it? Was Jesus serious, or not? Maybe he was trying to get the disciples to recognize their own inadequacy. On this interpretation, he wanted them to see that they were unable to give people something to eat, in the hope that they would remember to depend on him to supply whatever was needed. 


   This may be the right interpretation, but there is another one that we should at least consider. The statement Jesus made was emphatic, and the emphasis fell on the word “you.” Jesus was putting the onus on the apostles. He was saying, “You give them something to eat.” They were the ones who noticed what the people needed, and who wanted to send them away to get it. They were also the ones who had a responsibility to provide. Jesus was insistent: “You feed them!” Here it helps to remember the context. The apostles had just completed a short-term missions trip on which they had performed many miracles. Could it be that in the name of Christ, they also had the power to feed the hungry? 


   We will never know, because the disciples never obeyed Christ’s command. Instead, they said that they were powerless to help: “We have no more than five loaves and two fish—unless we are to go and buy food for all these people” (Luke 9:13). The very idea sounded absurd, especially when we learn that “there were about five thousand men” (Luke 9:14), not including the women or children. How could the disciples provide food for so many people? All they had was five loaves and two little fish—hardly enough to go around. Nor did they have the money to buy what was needed. Feeding everyone would have cost a fortune (eight months’ wages, according to Philip; see John 6:7), especially for men traveling without any money. The only reason the disciples even mentioned the idea of buying groceries was to show how impossible it was, and perhaps to show how ridiculous it was for Jesus even to suggest such a thing. 


   The trouble with the disciples was that they were looking at things from a merely human perspective. They were acting like men without a God, thinking only in terms of what they had on hand and what they had the ability to provide from their own resources, not considering the power and the providence of their God. David Gooding remarks that Jesus’ question ought to have “startled them into thinking that there might be more to the kingdom of God and the powers of Jesus than they had yet realized. Instead of that, the highest their thoughts could rise to was the possibility of going to the nearest merchants (wholesalers, of course) and of buying the necessary quantity of food.”1 The disciples were forgetting that they had a God, not remembering his power to provide. 


   At the very least, they should have asked Jesus to supply what they were unable to give. To be sure, the disciples had never seen this kind of miracle before. Jesus had been unveiling his powers gradually, healing one person at a time. He had not yet demonstrated his divine power to give people the bread of life. So we can understand why the disciples did not anticipate this miracle in advance. Yet by now they should have learned to expect the unexpected from Jesus, and to ask for his help whenever things were humanly impossible. 


   The feeding of the five thousand reminds us not to forget that God is not limited by our inadequacies. Rather, our very limitations can display the glory and the grace of Jesus Christ whenever he does what we are unable to do: His power is made perfect in our weakness (2 Cor. 12:9). 


   One man who understood this principle well was Robert Morrison, the famous missionary to China. In 1805 the London Missionary Society recruited Morrison to go to China. It was the time of the Napoleonic wars, however, and the only British ships traveling to China belonged to the East India Company, which refused to transport missionaries. So Morrison went to the United States, hoping to book passage to Canton. When the owner of the ship heard about Morrison’s plans, he was skeptical. “And so, Mr. Morrison,” he said, “do you really expect that you will make an impression on the idolatry of the great Chinese Empire?” “No, sir,” Morrison quickly replied, “I expect God will.”2 Through Morrison’s ministry, in all its weakness, God did make an impression on China’s idolatry, with spiritual results that last until the present day. It is when we know that we are at the end of our own resources that we are ready to see what God will do. 


   

   

 

DINNER IMPOSSIBLE 

   In this particular case, what God did was to make a miraculous provision, through his Son and our Savior, Jesus Christ: 


    And he said to his disciples, “Have them sit down in groups of about fifty each.” And they did so, and had them all sit down. And taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven and said a blessing over them. Then he broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the crowd. And they all ate and were satisfied. And what was left over was picked up, twelve baskets of broken pieces. (Luke 9:14–17) 


   


   Everyone was astounded. Most Christians have heard this story so often that we forget how utterly amazed the people must have been. The tense of the Greek verb indicates that Jesus kept breaking and breaking the bread. The more he broke it, the more there was for everyone to eat, until finally everyone was satisfied. Five loaves were multiplied to feed five thousand. To put this miracle into perspective, imagine the logistics involved in planning a meal for five thousand people. Better yet, try to imagine having five thousand people show up unexpectedly for dinner. Then imagine trying to feed them all from the leftovers in the refrigerator! 


   The feeding of the five thousand was truly a miracle. This may seem obvious, but it needs to be said, because people sometimes deny the miracles of Christ, and this miracle has been treated with as much skepticism as any of the others. What some people doubt is that Jesus had the power to do anything that went beyond the ordinary laws of nature, as this miracle obviously did. By multiplying the loaves and fishes, Jesus was making new matter, which the skeptic says can neither be created nor destroyed. 


   So what really happened? Skeptics often say that everybody shared. They were so inspired by the person who contributed the five loaves and the two fish (a little boy, John tells us; John 6:9) that they all opened their bags and began to share whatever they had. The real miracle, some people say, was a miracle of generosity. 


   Such an interpretation robs Jesus of his glory. Curiously, it also requires nearly as much faith as it takes to believe in the miracle itself. Where would people who ran after Jesus on the spur of the moment get so much food? If they had brought their own food, then why were the disciples worried about them? And what would be the point of passing it all in and then having Jesus pass it all out again? 


   The real difficulty, however, is that a merely natural explanation contradicts what we read in Luke and the other Gospels. The Bible gives four different accounts of what happened that day—two that come directly from eyewitnesses (Matthew and John)—and they all agree on the basic events. Jesus did this miracle out in the open, where everyone could see it. To their complete astonishment, people saw Jesus give them more and more food from the same five loaves and the same two fish. It was so impossible that none of them could explain it, but none of them could deny it either: it was a real miracle. 


   

   

 

THE MEANINGS OF THE MIRACLE 

   The most obvious meaning of this miracle is that God will provide. As he provided for his people in the wilderness, so he will provide for us—not in the same miraculous way, perhaps, but by the same powerful grace. 


   We need to remember this because sometimes we are tempted to forget. God has promised to provide for our needs, both as the church and as individual Christians. He will give us our daily bread, providing food, clothing, and shelter. He will meet our needs for friendship and fellowship. He will give us the guidance that we seek in faith. He will provide a way for us to serve him. And when God gives us the opportunity to serve, he will give us all the resources we need to fulfill our calling. We are not limited by what we have on hand, or by what we are able to provide for ourselves; we are enabled by the power and providence of God. 


   God’s provision is abundant. The disciples kept going back to Jesus for more food, and every time they went back, there was always more. In the words of Alexander Maclaren, “The pieces grew under his touch, and the disciples always found his hands full when they came back with their own empty.”3 Even after everyone was fully and finally satisfied, there was still more left over: twelve full baskets of broken pieces (Luke 9:17). In other words, there was one basket of leftovers for each and every disciple. This was a powerful object lesson in the abundance of God’s grace. The weight of those baskets would help the disciples remember that Jesus had provided far more than they ever expected. 


   Every time God meets our needs, we should savor the abundance of his provision, so that the next time we find ourselves in need, we do not forget to trust in him. Even if we have learned this lesson before, there are times when we need to learn it all over again. God has provided for us in the past, and he can be trusted to provide for us again in the future. How long will his provision continue? All through life, and then on through eternity. In the words of one little poem, “Yesterday, God helped me, / Today He’ll do the same. / How long will this continue? / Forever—praise his name.”4


   When we think of the feeding of the five thousand, we probably think first of material provision. That is not the only meaning of this miracle, however. Jesus really did meet the material needs of the people who listened to him preach, and unless he did, there is nothing else for us to learn from this miracle. The only God who can help us is a God who is able to provide. Nevertheless, meeting people’s physical needs was not the miracle’s only purpose. Like all of his miracles, the feeding of the five thousand teaches us even deeper truths about the person and work of Jesus Christ. 


   To begin with, the miracle testifies to the deity of Jesus Christ. When Luke describes the location of this miracle as “a desolate place” (Luke 9:12), he calls us to think back to Israel’s wanderings through the wilderness between Egypt and the Promised Land (see Ex. 16). This connection is made even more explicit in the Gospel of John, who tells us that after Jesus performed this miracle, people asked him about the manna in the wilderness (John 6:31). They were making a connection between what Jesus provided for them and what God had provided for his people during the exodus from Egypt. This was the right connection to make. Just as God had provided daily manna in the days of Moses, so now once again God was providing bread in the wilderness, in the person of his Son. 


   Incidentally, this provides a clear answer to Herod’s earlier question (Luke 9:9): Who is this Jesus? The answer is that he is God the Great Provider. This is something to remember, and not to forget: Jesus is one and the same as the God of the Old Testament, who cares and provides for his people. 


   What else does this miracle teach? The power of prayer. The feeding of the five thousand teaches us to trust God for what we need, not worrying about how we will get it, but asking God to provide. Here Jesus is our great example. The disciples were anxious about where people could get some food. But Jesus was not worried at all; he simply prayed. Thanking God, Jesus “looked up to heaven and said a blessing” (Luke 9:16). In contrast to his disciples, who were only looking at the difficulties of their situation, Jesus looked to his Father in heaven. Perhaps when he blessed God he used the ancient Jewish table benediction: “Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who bringest forth bread from the earth.”5 But whatever he said, Jesus said it with his eyes turned to his Father, in dependence upon his grace. 


   We can turn in the same direction. Through faith in Jesus Christ, we are sons and daughters of our Father in heaven. Now, whenever we find ourselves in any need, we remember to turn to our Father in prayer, trusting him to provide. Then we turn to him again in thanksgiving, as Jesus did, blessing him for our daily bread. 


   This miracle also shows that we have a part to play in the work that Jesus is doing on earth. Jesus was the one who broke the bread, but he gave it to his disciples to distribute. Of course Jesus could have handled the distribution himself. If he had the power to produce the bread, then obviously he had the power to pass it out as well. Instead, “he broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the crowd” (Luke 9:16). Earlier Jesus told the disciples to give the people something to eat, and now they were doing it. They could not provide the food themselves; only Jesus could do that. But there were some things that they could do. They could recognize people’s needs; they could give Jesus what they had—the loaves and the fish; and they could give away what Jesus provided. Thus the people would be fed through their ministry. 


   This miracle is virtually a parable for Christian ministry. From time to time we see what people need, spiritually and otherwise. Whatever we have to give is woefully inadequate, but we offer our time and our talents, the best that we are able to give. Then Jesus takes it, and by the supernatural power of his grace, he uses it to help people. He also uses us in the process, so that we join in the work of his kingdom. This is what the apostles experienced in the early church. God gave them gifts of preaching, prayer, and evangelism. In their own strength they would have accomplished nothing, even for all their gifts. But they offered themselves in ministry to the service of Jesus Christ, and by the provision of his grace, they were able to spread the gospel all over the world. 


   We need to remember that we have the same privilege today. God is using us to teach his Word, share the gospel, and demonstrate the love of Christ through deeds of mercy. Even if we do not feel that we have very much to offer, God can multiply our ministry. We must never forget to give what we have for the work of God’s kingdom, and then ask God to use it for the glory of Jesus Christ. Norval Geldenhuys comments: 


    It is vain for us to attempt by ourselves to give real food to needy mankind with our five little loaves and two fishes—the insignificant gifts and powers possessed by us. But when we place at His disposal, in faith and obedience, everything we have received from Him, He will, in spite of our own insignificance and poverty, use us nevertheless to feed souls with the bread of eternal life. He sanctifies, blesses and increases our talents and powers, everything consecrated by us to His service.6


   


   

   

 

THE SUFFICIENCY OF CHRIST 

   These are all valuable lessons to learn. One of the reasons this miracle has such a special place in the hearts of God’s people is that it speaks to so many of our needs. But after everything else has been said about this passage, the main lesson is simply this: all we really need is Jesus. 


   The miraculous feeding of the five thousand met people’s physical needs. In fact, once they had tasted the bread that Jesus provided, they wanted to eat it all the time. In the Gospel of John, Jesus accuses them of only coming to him for physical food. “You are seeking me,” he said, “because you ate your fill of the loaves” (John 6:26). But if that is all that people wanted, they were missing the point. “Do not labor for the food that perishes,” Jesus went on to say, “but for the food that endures to eternal life” (John 6:27). In other words, the meaning of the miracle is spiritual and eternal, not merely temporal and physical. 


   Going back to the Old Testament, physical bread was always a symbol of spiritual sustenance. This was true of the manna in the wilderness. Moses told the children of Israel that God gave them special bread so they would “know that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD” (Deut. 8:3). Similarly, Isaiah describes salvation in terms of eating bread that truly satisfies (Isa. 55:1–3). Bread means life, and the Bible uses this physical symbol to speak of the spiritual life that we have in God. 


   By feeding the five thousand, Jesus was teaching us to find our life in him. We could probably infer this from the Gospel of Luke, but in case there is any doubt, the Gospel of John makes it perfectly explicit. There Jesus says “the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the world” (John 6:33). “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35), he goes on to say; “I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever” (John 6:51). Jesus is our nourishment and provision, our sustenance and satisfaction. “The heart of man,” wrote J. C. Ryle, “can never be satisfied with the things of this world. It is always empty, and hungry, and thirsty, and dissatisfied, till it comes to Christ.”7 It is in Christ that we have the forgiveness of sins, a new relationship with God, and all the other blessings of salvation. 


   Jesus gives us this life through his death on the cross and his resurrection from the grave. Later he said, “The bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh” (John 6:51). In other words, he would offer his very body for our salvation. Jesus was speaking of his crucifixion, of the life that he gave for our sins when he died on the cross. Of all the things that we need to remember and never forget, this is the most important: the provision of eternal life that comes by trusting in Christ crucified. 


   What we need is Jesus. Only Jesus. The Jesus who offers his body as the true and everlasting bread. Are you still remembering this, or have you been forgetting? 
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 CONFESSING CHRIST CRUCIFIED

   Luke 9:18–22   


   Then he said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” And Peter answered, “The Christ of God.” And he strictly charged and commanded them to tell this to no one, saying, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.” (Luke 9:20–22) 


   Suddenly it all becomes so clear. For a long time we cannot seem to gain perspective, but in a moment everything opens out and we are able to see with perfect vision. The mind unexpectedly seizes on the solution to a mathematical equation. As an airplane lost in the fog drops below the cloud deck, the pilot can see the runway lights. Mountaineers climb above the timberline, and in an instant they see the whole valley stretched out below them. Everything becomes clear. 


   So it is with faith in Jesus Christ. For a time—maybe a long time—we cannot seem to gain the spiritual perspective that we seek. God seems to remain just beyond our grasp. We see the shapes shifting in the mist of eternity, but we struggle to make out the meaning of life. We wander through the dark forest of doubt, wondering if we will ever come out into the clearing. Then suddenly it happens: our souls are bathed in sunlight, and we see the salvation of God in the person of his Son. 


   C. S. Lewis writes about this kind of experience in his spiritual autobiography, Surprised by Joy. Lewis had been wrestling with the claims of Christ, and as God pursued him, gradually he came to believe in Christianity more and more. Still, he had not yet fully accepted the deity of Jesus Christ. Then one day it happened. Lewis writes: “I know very well when, but hardly how, the final step was taken. I was driven to Whipsnade one sunny morning. When we set out I did not believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and when we reached the zoo I did. Yet I had not exactly spent the journey in thought. Nor in great emotion. . . . It was more like when a man, after long sleep, still lying motionless in bed, becomes aware that he is now awake.”1


   

   

 

WHO IS JESUS? 

   The first disciples had a similar experience. For months or even years they had been following Jesus, listening to his words and witnessing his miracles. During that time Jesus was inviting them to consider his identity, in the hope that they would trust in him for their salvation. He brought them along slowly, allowing them to reach their own conclusions on the basis of inductive reasoning. But finally the time came for Jesus to ask them directly: Who did they think he was? 


   Jesus asked this question when he was alone with his disciples, away from the crowds. He began by inquiring about the opinion of others: “Now it happened that as he was praying alone, the disciples were with him. And he asked them, ‘Who do the crowds say that I am?’” (Luke 9:18). What was the word on the street? What verdict were people reaching in the court of public opinion? Jesus was not asking these questions for his own information, but testing his disciples so they would recognize his person and work. 


   The disciples gave several plausible answers, all based on what they had heard: “John the Baptist. But others say, Elijah, and others, that one of the prophets of old has risen” (Luke 9:19). 


   At least on this occasion, John the Baptist was the number one answer. To us this may sound strange, because we know that Jesus and John were two entirely different people. They came from two different families, they were given two different names, and they had two different missions in life: John was the herald, while Jesus was the King. Nevertheless, we can understand why people made this mistaken identity. Many people in Galilee had never met John; they knew him only by reputation. Since what they knew about Jesus sounded so much like what they had heard about John, it was natural for them to associate the two men in their minds, especially since they were cousins. Both men had a large following, both men were present at the same baptism, and both men preached the same basic message about the kingdom of God. The association was so close that people who knew of John’s beheading may even have thought that Jesus was the second coming of the Baptist (see Luke 9:7). 


   Another leading vote getter was the prophet Elijah. This was largely because of Malachi’s prophecy: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes” (Mal. 4:5). On the basis of this promise, pious Jews were waiting for Elijah with eager expectation. In truth, Malachi’s prophecy was about John the Baptist and his ministry in preparing the way for Christ. As one of the angels announced near the beginning of Luke’s Gospel, John came “in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:17). Yet we can understand why some people made the connection with Jesus. Jesus was a great prophet, and some of the miracles that he performed—like giving people bread, for example, or raising a widow’s son from the dead—were similar to miracles that Elijah performed (see 1 Kings 17:8–24). Could it be that he was the second coming of Elijah? 


   Other people had other opinions. Some drew a comparison with the prophet Jeremiah. Many said he was like Moses, teaching the law and providing bread in the wilderness. Still others were not entirely sure which prophet he was, but they knew they were in the presence of someone great, like one of the mighty men they had read about in the Scriptures. People had many different opinions about Jesus. 


   The same is true today. People disagree about the true identity of Jesus of Nazareth. Some say he is only a legend, that his Gospels are merely a fiction. Others admit that Jesus existed—no serious historian can reasonably doubt that he did—but they deny his deity. Their only interest is in his teaching, not his miracles, and certainly not his atoning death or resurrection from the dead. They believe that Jesus was a noble prophet, a moral teacher, a successful politician, or a wise sage, but they do not believe that he was the Son of God. In the words of one theologian, the “Jesus of Nazareth who came forward publicly as the Messiah, who preached the ethic of the Kingdom of God, who founded the Kingdom of Heaven upon earth, and died to give His work its final consecration, never had any existence.”2


   Then there are many people who recognize that there is something special about Jesus, but are not quite sure what it is. They respect his teaching and admire his life, but they do not worship him as their Savior and their God. They are wandering in the mist of spirituality, still waiting to get a clear vision of Jesus. They are not yet awake to his true identity as the Son of God and the Savior of the world. 


   

   

 

WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE? 

   It is always interesting to hear what people think about Jesus. Asking about this is a great way to start a conversation about spiritual things. But the question for us is what we ourselves believe about Jesus, and this is exactly where Jesus was heading with his disciples. What other people were saying was all very interesting, but it was not nearly as important as what was happening in their own minds and hearts. So Jesus asked the disciples for their own opinion about his true identity. 


   We know this question is important because Jesus prayed before he asked it. More than any other Gospel writer, Luke mentions the times that Jesus spent in prayer. He wanted to show that before each new phase of ministry, the Son of God went to his Father in prayer. Jesus prayed at his baptism (Luke 3:21). He prayed in the wilderness before he began to preach (Luke 4:1ff.). He prayed before he called his first disciples (Luke 4:42), and again when it was time to choose the twelve (Luke 6:12). Now it was time to pray again; this encounter took place “as he was praying alone” (Luke 9:18). Maybe Jesus was praying to see if this was the right time to ask his disciples who he was. Or maybe he was praying that they would come up with the right answer. But whatever the reason, it was a good time to pray. Jesus was about to ask the most important question in the world: “Who do you say that I am?” (Luke 9:20). 


   Luke has been asking and answering this question since the beginning of his Gospel. As he explained in the dedication, Luke wrote this Gospel to help people be more certain about Jesus Christ (see Luke 1:4). To that end, he carefully wrote down the events surrounding the Savior’s birth, including messages from angels. He told about Jesus’ childhood and gave his genealogy. He recorded his first sermon and documented his early miracles. Luke also reported how people responded to Jesus. His goal in all of this has been to help us be absolutely sure who Jesus is. 


   Now it was time for Jesus himself to put the question directly to his disciples: “Who do you say that I am?” The word “you” in this question is emphatic. “Some people say one thing, and others say something else, but you, what do you say?” Jesus was bringing his disciples to a point of personal commitment. What mattered was not what other people were saying, but what they believed for themselves. 


   Jesus was asking his disciples, but as we read the Gospel, he is also asking us. Who do you say that Jesus is? This is the most important question in the world, because Jesus is the most important person in the universe. The Bible says, “all things were created through him and for him” (Col. 1:16), and “in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:17). So if we truly want to understand anything about anything, we have to know who Jesus is. But the question is also important because the answer we give determines our destiny. Heaven and hell are hanging in the balance. The Bible says that the free gift of eternal life is only for those who know Jesus Christ (see Rom. 10:9–10), but how can we know him for sure if we do not even know who he is? 


   So Jesus asked the crucial question: “Who do you say that I am?” (Luke 9:20). When he asked, the whole universe could have stopped to wait for the answer. The very Son of God was asking for someone to declare his true identity. But before any suspense could build, Peter blurted out the answer: You are “the Christ of God” (Luke 9:20). 


   How typical it was for Peter to answer first. He was by far the most outspoken disciple, often serving as the spokesman for the others. Peter always had something to say, even if he did not always raise his hand first, and even if he had a knack for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. But on this occasion, Peter got the answer absolutely right: Jesus is the Christ. 


   Peter had many good reasons to say this. Like the other disciples, he had thought through some of the alternatives. He had considered whether Jesus might be John the Baptist, or Elijah, or one of the other prophets. But none of those answers quite seemed to fit. There was a connection between Jesus and these prophets, all of whom pointed to his ministry. But calling Jesus another prophet did not go far enough in recognizing his unique supremacy. Peter knew this because he had been with Jesus from the beginning. He watched Jesus demonstrate his power over demons, disease, and death. He saw him rule the wind and the waves. He even tasted the bread that Jesus brought down from heaven. As Peter considered everything he had seen and heard, suddenly it all became perfectly clear: Jesus is the Christ of God. 


   This was more than a matter of inductive reasoning, however; it was also a matter of faith. As we learn from the Gospel of Matthew, Peter said this because God the Father revealed it to him (Matt. 16:17). This is how anyone comes to know Jesus as the Christ—by studying what he has said and done in the Gospels, and also by the supernatural work of God’s Spirit, who alone can reveal his true identity. When people are struggling with the claims of Christ, it is not just more evidence they need, but a gracious work of God that changes their minds and hearts. This is the true biblical doctrine of salvation, that God enables us to confess our faith in Christ. It is rational to believe in Jesus for salvation, but no one ever comes to him by reason alone. Only the Spirit of God is able to persuade us to believe that Jesus is the Christ. 


   

   

 

WHAT DOES CHRIST MEAN? 

   What does it mean to confess that Jesus is the Christ of God? Christ is not Jesus’ last name, but a title of honor. It is the Greek equivalent to the Hebrew word Messiah. To say that Jesus is the Christ, therefore, is to say that he is the Messiah. But what does Messiah mean? Literally, the Messiah or the Christ is “the anointed one”—the one who has been chosen by God and consecrated for sacred office. 


   Here it helps to know some Old Testament background. When a prophet, priest, or king was set apart for the holy service of God, he was anointed with oil. For example, when Aaron was ordained as high priest over Israel, Moses was instructed to “take the anointing oil and pour it on his head and anoint him” (Ex. 29:7). The other priests of Israel were consecrated the same way, with the anointing of oil. On occasion, prophets were also anointed. Thus Isaiah was able to say, “the LORD has anointed me to bring good news” (Isa. 61:1; cf. Luke 4:18). 


   Anointing was for prophets and priests, but especially for kings. In fact, most of the Old Testament references to anointing relate to royalty. So it was that Samuel anointed David king over Israel (1 Sam. 16), Zadok anointed Solomon (1 Kings 1:39), and Elisha anointed Jehu (2 Kings 9). The anointing of the king with oil was a physical symbol of his spiritual calling. From that time forward, the king was called “the anointed one,” the Messiah, the Christ (e.g., 1 Sam. 2:10; 2 Sam. 22:51; Ps. 89:20). 


   Many prophets, priests, and kings were anointed to lead Israel. But along the way there were hints that one day God would send the greatest Prophet, the highest Priest, and the mightiest King of all. The people of God knew these ancient promises. They knew that one day a deliverer would crush Satan’s head (Gen. 3:15). They knew that God would raise up a prophet like Moses from among his brothers (Deut. 18:18). They knew that a mighty king would come from the royal city of David (Mic. 5:2). They knew that his kingdom would endure, that he would rule “on the throne of David and over his kingdom” forever (Isa. 9:7; cf. 2 Sam. 7:12–16; Ps. 89:4). So the people of God waited in hope for the Anointed One, the Messiah, the Christ. 


   Different people had different ideas about what the Messiah would do when he came. Many people expected some kind of political deliverance, the establishment of an earthly dominion, with the defeat of Israel’s enemies and the exaltation of Jerusalem. The disciples themselves were prone to this kind of thinking. Even after Jesus was raised from the dead, they wondered when it would be time for Jesus to “restore the kingdom to Israel” (Acts 1:6). Others understood the more spiritual aspects of his kingdom. But whatever people were expecting, it took them a while to recognize Jesus as the Christ. 


   Luke has been dropping hints about the true identity of Jesus since the beginning of his Gospel. He has carefully shown that Jesus came from the royal house of David (Luke 1:27), that he was born in Bethlehem (Luke 2:4), that he had the right to reign on David’s throne (Luke 1:32–33), that he came to fulfill the ancient promises of salvation (Luke 1:68ff.), that in the explicit words of the Christmas angels, he is “the Savior, Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:11). Luke even showed how Jesus was anointed with the Holy Spirit (Luke 3:21–22; cf. Acts 10:38). 


   Peter may not have known all of this, but he had seen Jesus in action. He had witnessed his authority over demons and his power over creation. He had watched Jesus raise the dead and offer the forgiveness of sins. He was an eyewitness to many miracles, culminating in the feeding of the five thousand. Peter had been taking it all in, thinking about what it all meant. Therefore, when he was asked who Jesus was, the answer came right out: Jesus is the Chosen One, the anointed King, the expected Messiah, the Christ of God. 


   By using this particular title, Peter was declaring that Jesus came from God. The phrase “of God” indicates origin, so the expression “Christ of God” declares that Jesus is the Messiah sent from God, the Savior that God had always promised to send. The title is virtually an intimation of Christ’s deity. It means that Jesus is the divinely appointed Savior, who came from the very throne of God to bring salvation to everyone who believes in him. 


   Are you able to make the same confession that Peter made? Consider your response to Jesus as he is presented in the Gospel. Is it clear to you that he came from God? Do you see that he is the Savior whom God promised? It is not enough to admire Jesus as a great man. Even Muslims believe that he is a prophet, and many secular historians admit the wisdom of his teaching. The question about Jesus—the most important question in the universe—is whether he is in fact the Christ, the true God and unique Savior of the world. Anyone who confesses this will be saved. 


   

   

 

CHRIST, CRUCIFIED 

   Peter’s confession of the Christ is the climax (to this point) of Luke’s Gospel. Thus it would seem like a moment to celebrate. After months of training, the disciples finally understood who Jesus was. Surely it was time for them to rejoice in Jesus as the Christ, and for Jesus to praise them for their profound understanding of his person. 


   Instead, Jesus immediately began preaching to them the gospel of his crucifixion and resurrection. Before there could be any misunderstanding about what it meant for him to be the Messiah, Jesus “strictly charged and commanded them to tell this to no one, saying, ‘The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised’” (Luke 9:21–22). Knowing that Jesus was the Christ was not the end; it was only the beginning. As soon as the disciples knew who he was, Jesus began telling them what he had come to do. We do well to follow the same pattern in our own personal evangelism, introducing people to Jesus and his saving work. Knowing his person is a prerequisite for fully understanding his work. A good place for us to begin, therefore, is by telling people that Jesus of Nazareth is God the Son. 


   We can scarcely imagine the disciples’ confusion and dismay as they heard Jesus’ extraordinary words about suffering, death, and resurrection. What on earth was Jesus talking about? Why was he talking about suffering and dying, and why was he so adamant in refusing to let them tell anyone that he was the Christ? For months they had been struggling to figure out who he was, watching his miracles, listening to his words, searching the Scriptures, talking amongst themselves, and trying to determine their teacher’s true identity. Who was this man? Now they finally had their answer. When they heard Peter confess Jesus as the Christ, they knew that this had to be right. But as soon as they got the right answer, Jesus started talking about things that raised all kinds of further questions. 


   Jesus also swore his disciples to silence, giving them strict orders not to share it with anyone else. Why wouldn’t he let them tell people who he was? Scholars still debate the purpose of this so-called messianic secret, but the reason is fairly obvious: the disciples were just beginning to understand who Jesus was, and they had no clear idea what he had come to do. If they started to tell everyone who Jesus was, they were bound to give people the wrong idea. At most they would give a half-gospel that was really no gospel at all. It would be like when a parent starts giving instructions to a child, and the child runs off before the instructions are finished. The job will not get done right, if it gets done at all. 


   Waiting for instructions was especially important in this case because most people were looking for the wrong kind of Messiah. Their aspirations and expectations were largely military. They were looking for a Christ who could deliver them from the Romans, and thus enabled them to live in a nation that was ruled by the law of God. So if the disciples did not wait until they had a better understanding of what Jesus had come to do, the gospel would get all mixed up with politics. Later Jesus would send them out to tell the whole world who he was (see Luke 24:44–49). But that would only be after the training of the twelve was complete, when they were ready to go global. For now, they needed to keep listening to what Jesus had to teach. No one can share the gospel without first knowing what the gospel is. 


   Waiting was also important because when Jesus started teaching about his saving work, the disciples had no idea what he was talking about. Jesus said that he would suffer and die, which was just about the last thing the disciples ever imagined that he would say. As far as they were concerned, the Messiah was a mighty deliverer and a triumphant ruler. For him to suffer and to die was incomprehensible, which explains why the disciples abandoned Jesus at the cross. They did not understand what was happening, even though Jesus had tried to explain it to them in advance. For the disciples, a rejected Christ was virtually an oxymoron. Of all the things Jesus ever said to them, this was the most confusing, the most shocking, the most impossible to understand. But Jesus did not come to meet their expectations, or our expectations, or anyone else’s expectations. He came to do his Father’s will in the plan of salvation, which meant suffering and dying for sin. The only Christ there is to confess is Christ crucified. 


   All of the prophecies Jesus made to his disciples came true. He suffered many things: the accusations of enemies, the betrayal of friends, the abuse of soldiers, and the scorn of low criminals. He was rejected by the rulers of Israel—“the elders and chief priests and scribes.” This refers most specifically to the trial where the Jewish council known as the Sanhedrin denied that Jesus was the Christ. Leon Morris comments: “The word rejected seems to be a technical term to denote rejection after a careful legal scrutiny held to see whether a candidate for office was qualified. It implies here that the hierarchy would consider Jesus’ claims but decide against Him.”3 This too was part of his suffering: that his own people rejected him for not being the very Savior that he actually was. Then Jesus was killed. The apotheosis of his suffering and rejection was the crucifixion: his painful, shameful death on the cross. Jesus was nailed to the cursed tree and left to die a slow, bloody, excruciating, God-forsaken death. 


   It was not simply that these things would happen, but that they had to happen. It was a divine necessity. Jesus said, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected and killed” (Luke 9:21). He was under divine compulsion. Jesus was the Christ, and these were all things it was necessary for him to endure in order to do the work of the Christ. They were necessary because they were promised in the Scriptures and because they were part of God’s plan, the covenant between the Father and the Son, the everlasting agreement for our salvation. They were also necessary because in the court of eternal justice there was no other way for sin to be forgiven except through the atoning death of the perfect Son of God. 


   

   

 

CHRIST, RISEN 

   Jesus knew all this in advance and embraced it long before it happened. The things he suffered were not incidental or accidental, but fundamental to his person as the Christ. Thus as soon as Peter made his confession, Jesus said, “Yes, I am the Christ, but if you want to make that confession you must confess me as the crucified Christ.” 


   Even this is not all. Jesus would also be raised from the dead on the third day. This too was part of the plan. There would be triumph in the end, a crown to follow the cross. After the Christ was crucified, he would rise from the dead in glorious splendor, promising eternal life and all the blessings of God in heaven to everyone who believes in him. Here was the first preaching of the full gospel: not just the kingdom and the cross, but also the empty tomb. This is what it meant for Jesus to be the Christ. It is what the gospel is all about: suffering, rejection, and crucifixion, before dying and rising again. 


   Can you even imagine what the disciples must have been thinking when Jesus told them this? If so, can you also understand why they were not yet ready to proclaim him as the Christ? Cyril of Alexandria wrote, 


    There were things yet unfulfilled which must also be included in their preaching about him. They must also proclaim the cross, the passion, and the death in the flesh. They must preach the resurrection of the dead, that great and truly glorious sign by which testimony is borne him that the Emmanuel is truly God and by nature the Son of God the Father. He utterly abolished death and wiped out destruction. He robbed hell, and overthrew the tyranny of the enemy. He took away the sin of the world, opened the gates above to the dwellers upon earth, and united earth to heaven. These things proved him to be, as I said, in truth God. He commanded them, therefore, to guard the mystery by a seasonable silence until the whole plan of the dispensation should arrive at a suitable conclusion.4


   


   It will take the whole rest of the Gospel for these events to unfold. Luke has spent nine chapters introducing us to the person of Jesus. He has given us a clear answer to his first great question: Who is Jesus? The answer is that he is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God anointed to be our Savior. From here on out Luke will focus on the work of Jesus. What did he come to do? The answer the Gospel gives is that he came to suffer and to die for our sins, and then to rise again with the free gift of eternal life for everyone who confesses him as the crucified and risen Christ. 


   What is your confession? Who do you say that Jesus is, and what do you believe that he came to do? The Gospel of Luke testifies that Jesus is the Christ of God, who suffered and died on the cross for sinners, and who was raised from the dead to give eternal life. Even the disciples did not understand all this the first time Jesus explained it to them. They needed to hear the gospel many times before it began to make sense to them. But eventually they believed it and were saved. 


   Is the gospel clear to you? If it is, then you can say, on the basis of what you read in the Bible, and by the work of God’s Spirit in your mind and heart, that “Jesus is the Christ.” Your soul is alive to the full realization that Jesus died for your sins and rose again to give you eternal life. Maybe all of that is clear to you. Then again, maybe it is not yet clear at all, and you are still trying to understand it. The way to understand the gospel is by hearing the same message that Jesus first preached to his disciples, and by asking God for the faith to believe in the crucified and risen Christ. 
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 THE CROSS OF DISCIPLESHIP

   Luke 9:23–27   


   And he said to all, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.” (Luke 9:23–24) 


   The only way to follow Jesus is to follow him to the very death, every day. Frankly, most Christians wish there could be some other way to follow Jesus—an easier way. We had hoped that Jesus would refrain from making too many costly demands, that he would endorse the plans we already had for our lives, or at least that he would let us live for him with as little inconvenience as possible. We said we wanted to follow Jesus, but what we really meant was that we would follow him as long as he was going more or less the way we were planning to go. Instead of giving up the life that we had, we wanted to find a way to add Jesus to it. 


   If that is what we had hoped for, we were badly mistaken. There is no easier way, no more convenient Christianity. Jesus calls us to make a comprehensive and costly sacrifice. To every one of his disciples he says, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23). 


   

   

 

THE TERMS OF DISCIPLESHIP 

   Like everything else that Jesus said, these words need to be understood in their proper context. Peter had just made his dramatic confession of Jesus as the Christ (Luke 9:20). On the basis of what he had seen and heard, and by the inward witness of God the Holy Spirit, Peter correctly identified Jesus as the Messiah, the Anointed One. This was a major revelation: the disciples finally recognized Jesus as the Christ of God. 


   This was only the first step, however. In addition to knowing the person of Jesus, the disciples also needed to understand his work. So Jesus immediately began to teach them the things he needed to do for their salvation. He would endure suffering, rejection, and death before rising on the third day. Jesus had to do these things because he was the Christ, and these were the things that the Christ was sent to do. The only Christ that Peter or anyone else can confess is Christ crucified and risen. 


   All of this was very hard for the disciples to understand. When Jesus began speaking about his crucifixion and resurrection, they basically had no idea what he was talking about. But then Jesus said the hardest thing of all: just as he would suffer unto death, so also his disciples would suffer and die on the cross of daily self-denial. So here, in the space of just a few short verses, Jesus proclaimed the whole gospel message and applied it to daily life. He said, “Look, here is what is going to happen to me, and if you want to follow me, the same thing will happen to you. You will have to follow me all the way to the cross, because that is where I am going.” 


   Truly this is what it means to confess Jesus as the Christ. It means much more than simply knowing who Jesus is, or what he came to do. It means that his life, in all its suffering, becomes the pattern for our lives. The only Christ that anyone can confess is Christ crucified, and the only way to confess him is to follow him all the way to the cross. Thus Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23). This is Christ’s own definition of what it means to be a Christian—the terms of discipleship. 


   Jesus gave these terms “to all,” but he was speaking especially to his would-be disciples. In the interest of full disclosure, he wanted them to know exactly what they were getting into. Furthermore, he was speaking to all of his disciples: there were and are no exceptions. When Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me,” he meant that this was the only way to follow him at all. A life of sacrifice and self-denial is not just for super-Christians who share the gospel door to door or travel to a dangerous mission field; this life is for anyone and everyone who wants to be his disciple. 


   As Jesus issued the terms of discipleship, he used three different verbs to describe what every disciple must do: deny, take up, and follow. These are really three different ways of saying the same thing, but each has a slightly different emphasis. 


   The first verb is “deny,” and what Jesus calls us to deny is our selves, meaning especially our sinful selves, with all the selfish desires of our fallen nature. The Greek verb “to deny” (arneomai) is a strong word of negation that in this case means to forget oneself entirely, to reject any thought of doing what will please ourselves rather than God. Instead of gratifying ourselves or indulging ourselves in all the ways our sinful nature desires, we are called to deny ourselves, rejecting anything and everything that will get in the way of offering ourselves for God’s service. This is almost exactly the opposite of the selfish way our culture is always telling us to live. We are constantly invited to get what we want out of life, to pamper our every whim and satisfy our every craving. We get so used to having things our way that when we do not get what we want, when we want it, we get angry. 


   Yet Jesus calls us to deny ourselves. By doing this, we are following his example. In becoming a man, Jesus denied himself the glories of heaven. In fulfilling the law, he denied himself the pleasures of sin. In dying on the cross, he denied himself protection from pain—not just physical pain, but also the spiritual anguish of being forsaken by his Father. Now Jesus calls us to deny ourselves so that we too may do the work that God has called us to do. This means saying no to sin, no to ungodly attitudes, no to unhealthy relationships, no to self-indulgent acquisitions, no to things that waste our time, and no to physical pleasures that sap our spiritual strength. It also means saying no to many things that are good in themselves, but are not God’s will for us, at least at the present time. What are you accepting for yourself that Jesus wants you to deny? What are you holding on to that he is calling you to give up or give away? 


   At the same time that we deny ourselves, there is something that Jesus wants us to “take up” (airō), namely, our cross. This is the second term of discipleship, and in it we have a premonition of the awful agony that Jesus would endure in his crucifixion. The disciples did not yet know this, of course. Later the cross would become a symbol of everything that Jesus did for them (and for us) in salvation. But for the present, the cross was simply a means of execution, like an electric chair or the syringe for a lethal injection. 


   In all likelihood, the disciples had seen what Jesus was describing: a rebel dragging his cross out to his own execution, according to the Roman custom. To take up one’s cross was to go out and die. So this was a more radical way of talking about self-denial. As Leon Morris comments, “When a man from one of their villages took up a cross and went off with a little band of Roman soldiers, he was on a one-way journey. He’d not be back. Taking up the cross meant the utmost in self-denial.”1 It meant the very death of self. 


   Cross-bearing is something that goes well beyond the ordinary trials of daily life. When people complain about their problems, they sometimes say something like, “Well, I guess that’s just my cross to bear.” But Jesus was not talking primarily about the difficult people in our lives, or our work situation, or our physical limitations, or our financial hardships, unless we are suffering these things because of our faith. No, he was speaking specifically about the suffering that we endure for his sake, the hardships we face due to the very fact that we are trying to follow Christ. Norval Geldenhuys explains this well: 


    He who desires to become His disciple and servant will every day have to be willing to put his own interests and wishes into the background and to accept voluntarily and wholeheartedly the sacrifice and suffering that will have to be endured in His service. The “cross” is not the ordinary, human troubles and sorrows such as disappointments, disease, death, poverty and the like, but the things which have to be suffered, endured and lost in the service of Christ—vituperation, persecution, self-sacrifice, suffering, even unto death, as a result of true faith in and obedience to Him.2


   


   Joni Eareckson Tada takes this principle and applies it to daily life. As a quadriplegic, Joni has suffered more than most people, and in her suffering she has also learned the difference between the ordinary struggles of life and true Christian cross-bearing. She writes: 


    I have learned that it’s a passion for God that will give you a passion for people. And this utter delight in Him will come from the toughest of trials that you are about to face. Our affliction becomes that which pushes and shoves us down the road to the cross. . . . And that’s what it means to become like Him in His death. Don’t think that the cross is simply the wheelchair, or an irritating job, or an irksome mother-in-law. The cross is the place where you die to sin and live to God.3


   


   When Jesus speaks about the cross we bear for him, he says that it must be part of our everyday experience. “If you want to be my disciple,” he says, “take up your cross daily.” So Jesus is not speaking about something we do only at the beginning of the Christian life, or about the occasional sacrifice we make along the way, but about our everyday discipleship. Being a Christian does not mean going to church on Sunday, serving in a ministry or going to a small group Bible study once a week, and then living for ourselves the rest of the time. It means laying ourselves on the altar of daily obedience. How could a Savior who gave his life for us be content with anything less than seeing us live our lives for him? Jesus is calling us to daily crucifixion on our own personal cross. 


   The third verb that Jesus used was “to follow” (akoloutheō). To be a disciple is to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow Jesus. By now it is perfectly clear that when Jesus called people to follow him, he meant following him all the way to the death. He has just said that he himself will endure suffering, rejection, and even death. Now anyone who follows this Savior must be prepared for the same kind of rejection. The Christian life is a life after Christ, marked by suffering and death. He bore the cross for us; now we bear the cross for him. 


   Is this the kind of life that you are leading? Are you following Jesus all the way? If so, then it should be easy to identify the things you are giving up for the gospel and the rejection you are suffering for the cause of Christ. If we keep the terms of Christian discipleship, then inevitably we suffer. We are bound to hear cynical remarks from our neighbors and to face ethical dilemmas at work. We are bound to have people criticize our uncompromising commitment to sexual purity or walk away from us because they do not want to hear us give them the gospel. We are bound to have occasional pangs of regret over things that we are giving up for the gospel, as we put more of our time and money at God’s disposal. 


   If we are not experiencing these kinds of hardships it is doubtful whether we are following Christ in the biblical way. Confessing Christ means much more than simply believing in his cross; it also means taking up a cross of our own. 


   

   

 

THE TRADEOFF OF DISCIPLESHIP 

   If we are going to accept the terms of discipleship and follow Jesus to the very death, then we must have some supremely compelling reason for doing so. Jesus gives us a good reason in the following verse. Why should we deny ourselves and take up our cross to follow him? Jesus says, “For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it” (Luke 9:24). This is one of the great paradoxes of the Christian faith—the tradeoff of discipleship: to save your life is to lose it, but to lose your life for Jesus is to save it. 


   What does it mean to “save” your life, and what does it mean to “lose” it? The manner of Jesus’ expression is important. He speaks first of those who “would save” their lives. As it turns out, they will not save them after all, but they would like to. In other words, their aspiration is selfpreservation. Their ambition in life—what they will to do—is to protect themselves. 


   People who want to save their lives in this sense believe that their satisfaction and security are up to them. Thus they pursue their careers with blind ambition, working so hard that there is little time for anything else, even the people they claim to care about. Or they organize their lives around their entertainments, the pleasures they like to pursue. They want to get what they want to get out of life, so they keep their lives pretty much to themselves. They are not willing to make any costly, interpersonal investments in the kingdom of God. They call themselves Christians, but they are not willing to suffer for the cause of Christ. They never go anywhere difficult or dangerous with the gospel. They rarely, if ever, have conversations with people that might expose their own spiritual commitments. Then, at the first sign of any hardship or persecution, their instinct for self-preservation takes over, and they pull back inside their comfort zone. 


   There is a tradeoff for all of this. Ironically, and very tragically, people who want to save their lives end up losing them. The word “loss” here suggests a total forfeit, like a ship that is lost at sea with all hands. What we lose in seeking our own salvation is absolutely everything, even our very lives. What Jesus means by this is not so much our physical lives, but our spiritual lives—not just now, but forever. 


   By contrast, whoever loses his life in Christ will save it. Notice that Jesus does not say, “whoever would lose his life,” but “whoever loses his life” (Luke 9:24). The case is not theoretical, but factual. Jesus is speaking about something more than being willing to lose our lives; he is speaking about actually giving our lives for him. This is in keeping with his terms for discipleship, which demand that we carry the instrument of our own crucifixion with us wherever we go. God has not given us our lives to keep for ourselves, but to give away for him. 


   One young man who gave his life away for Jesus was James Franklin Pyles, a Wheaton College student who went to live in poverty among the Palestinians. Sadly, while Pyles was losing his life for Jesus in the summer of 2004, he was killed in a tragic accident. In both his life and his death, Pyles confirmed the truth of something he had once written about the cross of discipleship: “To give is merely to part with something that we possess. To sacrifice is to part with something that we possess, and will miss. There is a certain pain present in sacrifice that is not found in mere giving. . . . God did not merely give us forgiveness, but sacrificed Himself in order to give us redemption. It is this very cross of sacrifice that we are called to take up in order to follow Jesus.”4


   People who follow Jesus and take up the cross of discipleship end up saving their lives. This is true in the present because they save their lives from being wasted. Rather than squandering themselves for earthly gain, they spend themselves for the glory of God, which is the only way to avoid leading a meaningless existence. Then in the life to come they will gain an even greater prize: everlasting joy in the presence of God. To give your life to Jesus is to save it, now and forever. 


   It was this tradeoff that led Jim Elliot to say, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” Elliot was one of five famous missionaries to Ecuador who were killed by the Auca Indians in 1956. The Aucas were headhunters, and Elliot knew the danger of going to them. But he was willing to give up what he could not keep—life itself—in order to give them the gospel. He prayed, “Father, take my life, yea, my blood if Thou wilt, and consume it with Thine enveloping fire. I would not save it, for it is not mine to save. Have it, Lord, have it all. Pour out my life as an oblation for the world.”5 Elliot’s prayer was answered. His lifeblood was poured out as an oblation, but he was no fool, because in losing his life for Jesus, he gained something he could never lose: the everlasting pleasure of God. 


   Thankfully, we do not have to become martyrs to gain this prize, for there is more than one way to lose our lives. We lose them by giving ourselves completely over to Jesus in faith. We lose them by living for others, and not for ourselves. We lose them by showing kindness to strangers and compassion to children in distress. We lose them by giving people the gospel, even if they end up rejecting it, and rejecting us. We lose our lives by giving sacrificial support to the ministry of God’s Word, locally and internationally.


   As we give our lives away, by the grace of God, we end up saving them. This is the tradeoff that compels us to take up the cross of discipleship: 


    Everyone who tries selfishly to secure for himself pleasure and happiness in life will in fact doom his life to failure—he will never find real joy or full life. He commits spiritual suicide. But he who lays his life upon the altar in the service of Christ, who strives for His honor and for the extension of His kingdom, while keeping self in the background, will spontaneously find true joy and life—here and hereafter.6


   


   

   

 

THE TRAGEDY OF MAKING THE WRONG DECISION 

   The tradeoff of discipleship forces us to make some serious choices. Will we follow Jesus, or go our own way? Will we take up our cross, or leave it behind? Will we keep our lives for ourselves, or give them away for Jesus? The decisions we make determine our destiny. 


   With so much at stake, Jesus wanted to make sure that people knew how to calculate their alternatives. So he took the person who wanted to save his life and placed him in the best of all possible circumstances. He imagined someone living for himself and gaining everything the world had to offer—all its power, prosperity, and prestige. Then Jesus asked whether all of this would be worth the price of the person’s soul. “For what does it profit a man,” he said, “if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself?” (Luke 9:25). 


   The question was a rhetorical one, of course, but the answer is that it profits a man absolutely nothing. A person’s soul is more precious than anything else in the universe because it is made in the image of God and bound for eternity. To lose one’s soul, therefore, is to lose one’s most valuable possession and suffer eternal loss. 


   If not even the entire world can offset the cost of losing your soul, how much less the things that are in the world! Consider everything the world has to offer: its proud ambitions, its monumental achievements, its exciting entertainments, its luxurious pleasures. Then consider the smaller treasures you strive for every day—the purchases you are planning to make, the pleasures you feel you cannot live without, the position you are trying to gain. Is it really worth it to let these things stand in the way of obedience to Christ? Are they worth the price of your soul? 


   There is a poignant scene near the end of A Man for All Seasons, Robert Bolt’s play about England’s famous Lord Chancellor Thomas More. More fell out of favor with Henry VIII because he refused to support the king’s marital infidelity. At length Henry arranged for More to be convicted on false charges and put to death. The king’s accomplice in this nefarious plot was Richard Rich. In exchange for the kingdom of Wales, Rich had agreed to testify against Thomas More. At the end of the trial, as More passed by his accuser, he grabbed the medallion around Rich’s neck, signifying his lordship over Wales, and said, “Why, Richard, it profits a man nothing to give his soul for the whole world . . . but for Wales?” If a man’s soul is not worth the world, then it is not worth the kingdom of Wales, still less the things that we settle for. 


   Jesus was arguing from the greater to the lesser. If a man’s soul is not worth the world, then it is not worth anything in the world either. Jesus was also speaking in the light of eternity. The reason worldly things do not profit is that our souls are bound for either heaven or hell. To make this perfectly clear, Jesus went on to say: “For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words, of him will the Son of Man be ashamed when he comes in his glory and the glory of the Father and of the holy angels” (Luke 9:26). This emphatic statement places the losing and saving of our souls in the context of the final judgment. Jesus knew that one day he would judge the world. He was looking beyond his cross to the crown that he will receive on the last day. He will come again in all his glory—his own glory and the glory of his Father, with all the heavenly angels. On that day he will judge every person who ever lived. He will render the final verdict that will determine our eternal destiny. Some he will welcome into the joy of his Father’s heaven; others he will condemn to the fires of hell. 


   Consider what great joy there will be for people Jesus acknowledges as his own disciples. But consider as well what dreadful terror awaits those who will be abandoned by God. To lose or forfeit one’s self, wrote J. C. Ryle, “is to lose God, and Christ, and heaven, and glory, and happiness, to all eternity. It is to be cast away for ever, helpless and hopeless in hell!”7


   

   

 

THE CROWN AFTER THE CROSS 

   Who will suffer this great loss? Those who are ashamed of Jesus Christ, and of his words, and who therefore refuse to deny themselves and take up the cross of discipleship. This is a sobering warning, because there are times when we too are tempted to be ashamed of Christ. We hesitate to let people know that we are Christians. We are too timid to speak a word in his defense, or take a stand on a moral issue. We are afraid to read our Bibles or pray in public. If we are so ashamed of Jesus, will he be ashamed of us? 


   The words of Jesus haunt us because there are times—too many times—when we are ashamed of him. But as haunting as these words are for us, they must have been all the more haunting for the disciples. They were even more ashamed of Jesus than we are, and at the time when it mattered the most. As Jesus went to his own cross—unashamed to take our guilt upon himself, and unashamed to die naked for our sins—his disciples were ashamed of him. Rather than denying themselves, they denied Jesus, as Peter did during his trial. Rather than taking up their crosses, they left Jesus to take up his cross alone, and afterwards, rather than proclaiming Jesus and his word, they gathered in secret shame. 


   Yet Jesus had grace for his disciples. He went to the cross to die for their shame, and when he was raised from the dead, he went back to give them the courage to meet the terms of his discipleship. By the power of the Holy Spirit, he enabled them to give their lives away for him and for his gospel. One day they will receive the blessed reward that Jesus has promised to all his disciples. 


   There is a reminder of this reward at the end of the passage, when Jesus says, “But I tell you truly, there are some standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:27). Whom was Jesus talking about, and what did he mean when he said that they would see the kingdom of God? 


   To “taste death” means to die, so Jesus was saying that some of his disciples would not die until they had seen the kingdom of God. Simply put, the kingdom of God is the rule of God. But when did the disciples see this? Obviously, Jesus was talking about something that happened long before his second coming, when his kingdom will come in all its glory. Different scholars offer different explanations. Some say this promise relates to the resurrection, or to the ascension, when Jesus left his disciples and returned to heaven in a cloud of glory. Still others say that Jesus was talking about sending his Spirit at Pentecost, when the apostles received the power of his kingdom to establish his church, or that this promise relates in some way to the destruction of the Jewish temple in a.d. 70. All of these events are connected to the kingdom in one way or another, and reveal its heavenly glory. 


   Or perhaps Jesus was talking about the transfiguration, which is the next incident in Luke’s Gospel, and in which three of his disciples first saw him in all the glory of his everlasting kingdom. The experience of these disciples was exceptional, but Jesus has the same grace for us. He died for our shame as much as anyone else’s. Now the Savior who suffered rejection for us is with us as we endure rejection for him. Soon he will welcome us into his Father’s glory, if only we will answer his call to take up the cross of discipleship. 


   The renowned English novelist W. Somerset Maugham wrestled with the terms of discipleship at the end of his illustrious life. When he died in 1965, at the age of ninety-one, Maugham was still enormously popular, receiving more than three hundred fan letters a week. He was also fabulously wealthy. His nephew Robin describes what it was like to visit his uncle Willie in those days: 


    I looked round the drawing room at the immensely valuable furniture and pictures and objects that Willie’s success had enabled him to acquire. I remembered that the villa itself, and the wonderful garden I could see through the windows—a fabulous setting on the edge of the Mediterranean—were worth 600,000 pounds. 


    Willie had 11 servants, including his cook, Annette, who was the envy of all the other millionaires on the Riviera. He dined off silver plates, waited on by Marius, his butler, and Henri, his footman. But it no longer meant anything to him. 


    The following afternoon I found Willie reclining on a sofa, peering through his spectacles at a Bible which had very large print. He looked horribly wizened and his face was grim. 


    “I’ve been reading the Bible you gave me. . . . And I’ve come across the quotation, ‘What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?’ I must tell you, my dear Robin, that the text used to hang opposite my bed when I was a child.” 


   


   Then, in that intimate moment, as he weighed the tradeoff of discipleship, with his soul hanging in the balance, the great writer said this: “Of course, it’s all a lot of bunk.” His nephew sadly went on to describe the bitterness of his uncle’s last days, when he would cry out in terror: “Go away! I’m not ready. . . . I’m not dead yet. . . . I’m not dead yet, I tell you.”8 Somerset Maugham had gained the whole world, but when he tried to save his life, he lost it, to the forfeit of his own soul. 


   Do not waste your life. Do not be ashamed of Jesus. Do not lose your soul. But deny yourself, take up the cross of discipleship every day, and follow Jesus. He will save your life. 
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 THE GLORY OF GOD THE SON

   Luke 9:28–36   


   And as he was praying, the appearance of his face was altered, and his clothing became dazzling white. . . . And a voice came out of the cloud, saying, “This is my Son, my Chosen One; listen to him!” (Luke 9:29, 35) 


   Are you ever tempted to envy the apostles? Rather than simply reading the Gospels, as we do, the apostles lived them. When Jesus healed the sick and calmed the storm, they were there to see it. They were the first to learn the Lord’s Prayer, to puzzle over his parables, and to learn everything else that Jesus had to teach. They were present when Jesus suffered his passion, returned from the grave, and ascended to heaven. The apostles witnessed Jesus when he made redemptive history. 


   On the basis of such experiences the apostle John was able to testify, “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life—the life was made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was made manifest to us” (1 John 1:1–2; cf. John 1:14, 18). John was speaking about his relationship with the Son of God. He had heard the Savior with his own ears, seen him with his own eyes, and touched him with his own hands. John had been with Jesus. 


   Sometimes it is tempting to think that the apostles had a relationship with Jesus that we could never experience, and that therefore it was easier for them to carry the cross of discipleship. Oh, to be among the apostles! We may not covet their sufferings for the gospel, but we wish we could have walked in their sandals with Jesus. 


   

   

 

JESUS TRANSFIGURED 

   Of all the things the apostles witnessed, none was more spectacular than their vision of the glorified Christ. When Jesus called his disciples to take up the cross, he also said, “I tell you truly, there are some standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:27). It is not entirely certain what Jesus had in mind when he spoke about seeing God’s kingdom, but he may well have meant the glorious revelation three of his disciples were given on the mount of transfiguration. It was their unique privilege to see something before they died that most believers see only after they die: the glory of God the Son. 


   This glorious encounter began with a private retreat for prayer: “Now about eight days after these sayings he took with him Peter and John and James and went up on the mountain to pray” (Luke 9:28). We get the impression that these three men were especially close to Jesus, forming an inner circle of disciples. One of the ways Jesus nurtured his friendship with these men and prepared them for spiritual leadership was to spend time with them in prayer. Really, this is how anyone develops a closer relationship with Jesus Christ: by spending time with him in prayer. 


   The prayers of these men were a sign that something important was about to happen, because in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus prays before each new phase of ministry (e.g., Luke 3:21; 6:12; 11:1). The Bible teaches us to pray at all times (see 1 Thess. 5:17), maintaining constant communion with Christ, but this is most necessary when we are about to take up a new calling, such as school, work, ministry, marriage, parenthood, or retirement. By his own example, Jesus teaches us to take time away with God in prayer. 


   This was no ordinary prayer meeting, because “as he [Jesus] was praying, the appearance of his face was altered, and his clothing became dazzling white” (Luke 9:29). The disciples had only ever seen Jesus in the limitations of his flesh, which was part of the humiliation of his incarnation. As they walked up the mountain, they saw him, as they always had, under the veil of his ordinary humanity. But then in a single instant, a flash of time, Jesus was revealed to them in all his divine splendor. 


   What, exactly, did the apostles see? In what can only be described as a major understatement, Luke says that “the appearance of his face was altered” (Luke 9:29). Matthew says more, telling us that Jesus “was transfigured before them, and his face shone like the sun” (Matt. 17:2). His appearance was not simply altered, but transfigured. In other words, it was illuminated with visible glory. Peter, James, and John saw a blinding display of light, as if they were caught in the high beams of heaven. Jesus radiated with divine incandescence, his deity shining through the veil of his humanity. As the disciples gazed into his face, they saw a radiant luminescence that revealed the glory of God’s Son. Even his clothes were dazzling; as Mark says, they “became radiant, intensely white, as no one on earth could bleach them” (Mark 9:3). 


   As the disciples gazed upon this glorious revelation, they were catching a glimpse of something from the past. They were seeing the glory that the Son had with the Father before the world began (John 17:5)—the eternal splendor of his divine being. They were seeing a visible manifestation of God’s invisible glory. Here, for the first time in the Gospels, they were witnessing the majesty of God the Son. As Luke puts it, “they saw his glory” (Luke 9:32). 


   The disciples were also seeing something from the present—not something from this world, but something from the hidden world of God’s heavenly kingdom. They were seeing what the poet Edwin Muir described as “the unseeable one glory of the everlasting world.”1 There is more to reality than meets the eye. Beyond this world there is a supernatural realm of spiritual reality. The effect of the transfiguration, writes David Gooding, was to convince the disciples 


    beyond any shadow of doubt of the real existence of the other world, the eternal kingdom. Our world is not the only one: there is another. Next they were given to see that that other world is not just future to our world, but concurrent with it, though also before it and beyond it. They further saw that though that world is normally invisible to ours, Christ had contact with both worlds simultaneously; and what is more, though he was still on earth, his person and clothes could and did take on a radiance suited to the glory of the other world. 2


   


   Then too the apostles were seeing something from the future. They were catching a glimpse of the glory that God would reveal in Jesus Christ. They had heard Jesus speak about his sufferings and death, but here was a tangible sign that after his humiliation there would be exaltation, that after his crucifixion there would be glorification. Jesus would rise in a shining resurrection body, he would ascend to heaven to sit on God’s majestic throne, and he would return with clouds of glory at his second coming. When Jesus was transfigured, the disciples glimpsed his everlasting glory. “He was bright as the lightning on the mountain,” wrote Gregory of Nazianzus, “and became more luminous than the sun, initiating us into the mystery of the future.”3


   

   

 

TWO MEN FROM THE PAST 

   Jesus was not alone on the mountain, but he was joined by two famous men from the Bible: “And behold, two men were talking with him, Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 9:30–31). 


   These two short verses are fascinating for all the things they tell us about the life to come. They raise all kinds of questions that we cannot answer—questions about what Moses and Elijah looked like, and what they had been doing for the last thousand years—but they also give us hope for the future. These verses teach us that there is an afterlife. Moses and Elijah had been gone for centuries, yet they were still very much alive, kept safe in the hands of God. They also teach us that in the life to come, believers have a relationship with God and with one another. They teach us as well that people who know Christ will share in his glory, for both Moses and Elijah are said to have “appeared in glory” with Jesus (Luke 9:31). 


   For everything these two men teach us about the future, what they teach us about Jesus Christ and the salvation we have in him is much more important. It is no accident that Moses and Elijah were the men who appeared with Jesus, because together they represent the entire Old Testament. Moses was the hero of the exodus, the man who led Israel out of Egypt. He was famous for giving God’s people the Ten Commandments, which he wrote on stone tablets and brought down from the mountain. Moses stood for the Law. 


   Elijah stood for the Prophets. After Moses, he was one of the greatest prophets in the Old Testament. Elijah raised the dead. He shut the rain up in heaven as judgment for Israel’s sin. He prayed down fire to defeat the prophets of Baal. He did not die, but was carried up to heaven in a chariot of fire. God promised further that one day Elijah would return. Therefore, people looked to him as their once and future prophet. 


   In those days people referred to the Old Testament as “the Law and the Prophets,” and together Moses and Elijah stood for the whole thing. Therefore, their presence testified that Jesus had come to fulfill the Law and the Prophets (see Matt. 5:17), that he was the culmination of everything promised in the ancient Scriptures. When Moses and Elijah appeared with Jesus on the mountain, it was as if the whole Old Testament was standing up to say that everything was coming together in Christ. 


   Moses and Elijah were not simply standing there, looking glorious; they were also having a serious conversation. The tense of the verb for talking in verse 30 suggests that this was an ongoing discussion. But notice especially their theme. These men enjoyed talking together, especially about theology. But of all the things that Moses and Elijah might have discussed, there was one thing that demanded their attention above all others, one thing they wanted to ask Jesus about more than anything else: his departure. 


   What “departure” did they have in mind? This uncommon word was sometimes used to refer to someone’s death. Later Peter would use it this way in one of his epistles (2 Peter 1:15). So Moses and Elijah were talking about the death of Jesus. But here the word seems to carry even weightier significance, for it is actually the Greek word exodus. Moses and Elijah were talking about the exodus of Jesus Christ. 


   Immediately this word calls to mind the great Old Testament story of salvation: Israel’s exodus from Egypt. Moses knew all about that great deliverance, of course, because he had helped to bring it about. But somehow Moses knew that Jesus was about to bring a new and greater deliverance. He would finally deliver his people from their slavery to sin, and he would lead them to the Promised Land—the heaven of his Father’s glory. Jesus would do this through his exodus, his departure, his death. 


   When Moses and Elijah spoke of this exodus as something Jesus “was about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 9:31), they were making clear and obvious reference to his death on the cross, and perhaps also to his resurrection from the grave. Jesus had work to do. He had something to accomplish, something both Moses and Elijah knew about because it was prefigured in their prophetic ministries. Furthermore, their own salvation depended on the work that Jesus needed to do. Like all the other saints of the Old Testament, Moses and Elijah were saved by grace through faith in the Savior whom God promised to send. Now their Savior was about to do his saving work. Is it any wonder that this was the topic of their conversation? 


   If only we had a digital recording: Moses and Elijah talking to Jesus about the gospel! These great men knew that Jesus was getting close to fulfilling their promises, yet probably they still had all kinds of questions. Moses perhaps would have considered the connection between the Passover lamb and the blood that Jesus would shed on the cross. Or he would have asked Jesus to explain how his death related to the sacrifice of atonement made in the Holy of Holies. Meanwhile, Elijah might have wondered whether God would again send fire from heaven to accept this sacrifice. And how did it all relate to the coming day of the Lord, which was prophesied in Elijah’s ministry? There was so much to talk about! 


   There still is. God has accomplished a great new exodus through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This new exodus is the most important thing that ever happened in the universe. It brings deliverance from bondage—the forgiveness of our sins, with the promise of eternal life. Therefore, it is and ought to be a source of endless fascination for us. What Jesus accomplished in his exodus is worth a lifetime of careful study, and after that, an eternity of joyful praise. 


   

   

 

WHAT PETER SAID 

   For his part, Peter wished that the conversation would never end. Luke tells us: “Now Peter and those who were with him were heavy with sleep, but when they became fully awake they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him. And as the men were parting from him, Peter said to Jesus, ‘Master, it is good that we are here. Let us make three tents, one for you and one for Moses and one for Elijah’—not knowing what he said” (Luke 9:32–33). 


   The disciples were at it again. First they fell asleep. If there was one thing the disciples excelled at—and this may have been the only thing—it was their extraordinary ability to slumber, especially when it was time to pray. Then once they were fully awake to the glory on the mountain, they made what one commentator calls “a most unfortunate suggestion.”4 Peter made it, of course. He wanted the moment to last, so when he saw that Moses and Elijah were leaving, he blurted out the first thing that came to his mind. 


   The stories in Luke’s Gospel always push us to respond to Jesus in faith. They do this by showing both the right responses and the wrong responses that people made to Jesus during his earthly ministry. Here we see one of the wrong responses. We know this because Luke tells us that Peter had no idea what he was talking about—not because of his sin, but because of his weakness. Apparently, Peter was trying to make the glory last. He wanted to hold on to this mountaintop experience. He wanted the glory of Jesus to keep shining. He wanted to find a way to keep Moses and Elijah up on the mountain. So he offered to build three tents or tabernacles. 


   There were two basic problems with this suggestion. To begin with, it put Moses and Elijah on the same level with Jesus. Each prophet would be given his own tabernacle, as if he deserved the same honor and recognition as Jesus himself. Peter should have known better, of course. Only a week before, he had confessed that Jesus was not Elijah or “one of the prophets” (Luke 9:19–20), but that he was, in fact, the Christ. Yet apparently Peter did not fully understand the supreme greatness of Jesus Christ. The other great prophets are not on level terms with Jesus. He is their Savior and their God, and thus they bow before him. Moses and Elijah were not there to show that Jesus was one of the prophets, but to testify that he is the one and only Christ. 


   This reminds us not to give Jesus any less honor than he truly deserves. Jesus Christ does not have any peers. When he spoke with Moses and Elijah—as great as those men were—he was not consulting with his colleagues. On the contrary, his greatness is unique, and whatever glory the disciples saw in him was the inherent, intrinsic splendor of his own supreme majesty. Jesus Christ deserves all worship and honor and glory and praise. To give him anything less than everything we have is to rob the Son of his glory. 


   Peter’s suggestion also interfered with God’s plan of salvation. In a way, Peter was right: it was good for the disciples to be with Jesus on the mountain. Every believer has a deep desire to see the glory of God in the face of Christ, and to gaze on him forever. But the time for that everlasting glory had not yet come. Peter was getting ahead of himself, and ahead of God. As he should have known from what Jesus had said, the Son of Man still needed to suffer many things, to be rejected and killed before rising on the third day. 


   Not willing to wait, Peter wanted the glory right away. To make it last, he proposed setting up some little tents, like the ones people erected for the feast of tabernacles. Presumably, he was thinking as well of the tabernacle that Moses made in the wilderness as the place for God’s glory. Once the tents were made, people could come and see Jesus, Moses, and Elijah in all their glory. Soon, the area would become a religious shrine, perhaps with little souvenir stands popping up all over the mountainside. 


   Jesus Christ does not need a shrine. He rejects any attempt to localize him or institutionalize him, to lock him into a particular religious experience or devotional routine. He refuses to be worshiped according to human superstition. Most importantly, he refused to be dissuaded from the sufferings of the cross. Praise God that he did, because if Jesus had stayed on the mountain, it would have delayed his departure, and possibly even bypassed his exodus altogether. Jesus needed to come down from the mountain and finish his saving work. It was only after he died for sin that he would be revealed in his full and final glory. 


   

   

 

WHAT GOD SAID 

   It is hardly surprising that Peter had the wrong response to Jesus and his transfiguration. Left to ourselves, we are bound to come up with all kinds of wrong ideas about Jesus and how to worship him. This is why we need something more than a merely human perspective on his person and work. We have heard from the disciples, but what does God the Father say about Jesus? “As he [Peter] was saying these things, a cloud came and overshadowed them, and they were afraid as they entered the cloud. And a voice came out of the cloud, saying, ‘This is my Son, my Chosen One; listen to him!’” (Luke 9:34–35). 


   Here was a greater manifestation of divine glory. The disciples had seen the person of Jesus shining in splendor, but now a glorious cloud came down out of heaven from God to envelop Jesus and the prophets, and possibly also the disciples themselves. This glory-cloud made the disciples tremble with fear, and well it should, because it was nothing less than the glory of God. The disciples were seeing what Moses saw when God descended on the tabernacle (Ex. 40:34–35), what Solomon saw when God’s presence filled Israel’s house of worship (2 Chron. 7:1–3), and what Ezekiel saw rising from the temple on the wings of the cherubim (Ezek. 10). They were seeing the glory of almighty God—his Shekinah glory—the radiant cloud that gave people a visible manifestation of his invisible majesty. 


   The cloud alone would have been enough to confirm God’s presence and blessing. But God also spoke. It was his voice, of course, that came from the cloud, and unlike Peter, God knew exactly what he was talking about. He identified Jesus as his Son and Chosen One—the One to whom the disciples must listen. God may have said this partly to encourage Jesus in his preparation for the cross. Just as the Father spoke at the Son’s baptism (see Luke 3:22), so now again at the transfiguration he speaks to confirm the Son’s calling as his chosen servant. 


   What God said was mainly for the benefit of the disciples, however, and also for us. People had long been speculating about the true identity of Jesus. The disciples themselves were beginning to confess him as the Christ, without fully understanding what that meant. But here now was an authoritative revelation from God. Who is Jesus? He is the Chosen Son of God. 


   What God the Father said to Peter, James, and John needs to be understood against the background of the Old Testament. When the Father called Jesus his Son, this of course reflected their eternal relationships within the triune being of God. There is only one God, and this one God exists in three persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Jesus Christ is God the eternal Son. Surely this is part of what the Father meant when he declared Jesus to be his Son. 


   Yet the sonship of Jesus Christ also refers to his kingship. In the Old Testament Psalms of David, God sometimes spoke to the king of Israel as his son: “You are my Son; today I have begotten you. Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your possession” (Ps. 2:7–8). Therefore, when God the Father calls Jesus his Son, he is granting him a royal title—a title that testifies to his kingly authority. God glorified Jesus as his royal and eternal Son. 


   Jesus is also the Chosen One (see also Luke 23:35). This title comes from the Old Testament. It appears in the Psalms with reference to David (e.g., Ps. 89:3), and also in the book of Isaiah, where God says, “Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights” (Isa. 42:1). As we read on in Isaiah, we discover that God’s chosen servant will offer his life as a sacrifice for God’s people. He will be wounded for their transgressions; he will be crushed for their iniquities; his soul will make an offering for their sin, so that they can be counted righteous by God (see Isa. 52:13—53:12). By calling the Son his servant, therefore, God the Father was confirming everything Jesus had said to his disciples about his sufferings and death. To put this another way, God wanted to talk about the same thing that Moses and Elijah wanted to talk about: the salvation that Jesus would bring through his death on the cross as the Suffering Servant. God glorified Jesus for his suffering in our salvation. 


   Then God told the disciples to listen to Jesus. This too is an echo from the Old Testament, from Deuteronomy 18, where God said to Moses: “I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brothers. And I will put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him. And whoever will not listen to my words that he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it of him” (Deut. 18:18–19). Jesus Christ is the great prophet of the ancient promise. To listen to him is to hear the voice of God. 


   When God speaks, people should listen. Here, in the space of just a few short words, God speaks volumes of sacred truth about the person and work of Jesus Christ. Jesus is God’s royal and eternal Son, the chosen servant of our salvation, the prophet who speaks the truth of God. It is no wonder, then, that he was transfigured in glory. The Father was glorifying Jesus as the Son of everlasting glory, as the King who rules us, as the Savior who died for us, and as the Prophet who teaches us everything we need to know for salvation. 


   

   

 

OUR RESPONSE 

   How should we respond to the glory of Jesus Christ and to God’s revelation of his saving work? 


   The disciples who were there that day were not quite sure how to respond. Luke tells us: “And when the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. And they kept silent and told no one in those days anything of what they had seen” (Luke 9:36). When the glory passed, and Moses and Elijah disappeared, Jesus was still there, ready to do the work that he alone could do for our salvation. But the disciples were speechless. Possibly they had learned from Peter’s example not to talk about things they did not yet understand. They needed some more time to think things through. It was only later—after the sufferings of the cross and the glories of the resurrection—that they bore witness to what they had seen on the mountain. 


   But we do know how to respond, or at least we ought to. We respond by following God’s command to listen to Jesus. This command is for us as much as it was for the first disciples. We are called to listen to what Jesus says about trusting in him for eternal life. As Calvin said, “We are placed under His tuition alone, and commanded from Him alone to seek the doctrine of salvation.”5 We are called to listen to what Jesus says here in Luke 9 about his death and resurrection, about our own self-denial and crossbearing, and about following him to the very death. 


   Beyond that, we are called to listen to everything Jesus says. What is Jesus saying to you right now that demands your attention? Listen to his promise that he will forgive your sins. Listen to his assurance that he will receive you into the family of God. Listen to the comfort that he will never abandon you, that he will be with you through all of life’s troubles. Listen to the invitation of rest for your soul. Listen to the imperative to love God more than anything else, and to love your neighbor as yourself. Listen to the reminder that his power is made perfect in your weakness. Listen to the exhortation to leave bitterness behind and find your joy in him. Listen to his call to costly discipleship. Listen as well to the rebuke that you need to turn away from some particular sin. Whatever Jesus is saying, God commands that we listen. 


   Some people say they would be willing to listen to Jesus if only he would speak to them in an audible voice. They want God to speak to them directly. If only they could hear what Peter and the other disciples heard on the mountain! And if only they could see what those men saw! 


   The apostle Peter himself wrote about this in his second epistle. He said, “We were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received honor and glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic Glory, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,’ we ourselves heard this very voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Peter 1:16–18). That is all very well for Peter, but what about us? Of course we take his word for it that these things really happened, but how does that help us if we never have the same mountaintop experience? 


   Peter goes on to make this remarkable comment: “And we have something more sure, the prophetic word, to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (2 Peter 1:19). According to Peter, what the Scripture says about Jesus is even more certain than what he heard and saw on the mountain! The gospel is more complete; it contains everything we need to know about Jesus, and not just the glorious glimpse that the disciples were given. It is also more permanent. What Peter experienced on the mountain lasted for only a little while, but God’s Word is eternal. Whenever we have any questions about Jesus, or about the true way of salvation, or about what God wants us to do, we can go back to the Bible again and again. The way to know Jesus and his glory for sure is to believe the Bible. 


   When we pay attention to what the Bible says about Jesus, we see his glory for ourselves. Peter says that faith in Christ is like the rising of the morning star. The morning star is the planet Venus, rising in all its beauty on a clear morning, piercing the dusky horizon with its steady gleam. This is what it is like when we listen to Jesus and look to him for our salvation. In a darkened world, the glorious Son of God gives us eternal light and beauty and joy. 


   Has the morning star of salvation risen in your heart? Do you believe what God says about Jesus Christ in the gospel? Live by his light until the day when he comes again with the glorious clouds of heaven, when we will join the fellowship of Moses and Elijah and all the saints, and when we will see the everlasting glory of God the Son. 
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 FOUR MISTAKES THAT MOST CHRISTIANS MAKE


Luke 9:37–50


An argument arose among them as to which of them was the greatest. But Jesus, knowing the reasoning of their hearts, took a child and put him by his side and said to them, “Whoever receives this child in my name receives me, and whoever receives me receives him who sent me. For he who is least among you all is the one who is great.” (Luke 9:46–48)


It is sad to say, but sometimes Christians keep people from making a commitment to Christ. It happens something like this: a woman feels as if she is missing the meaning of life, or a man decides that he wants to know more about God. They start exploring the various religious options, and sooner or later they consider Christianity. After all, it seems to be such a popular religion. They begin to read the Bible. They are attracted to the person of Christ. Eventually they decide to go to church, where they meet some real live Christians, and that is when the trouble starts.


One would hope that Christians, of all people, would provide a good recommendation for Christianity. Sometimes we do, and people are won to Christ through the love of his people. But not always. Outsiders are quick to sense our hypocrisy—the reality gap between what we say and the way we live. They are turned off by the way we sometimes blur the line between our theology and our politics. They are offended by the inflammatory or reactionary comments they hear us make on cultural issues.


The real issue, of course, is not what people think about us, but what they think about Jesus. Criticizing Christians can easily become just another excuse for not coming to Christ. Some of these criticisms may also be unfair. But sometimes people’s perceptions of the church are far more accurate than we are willing to admit. Rather than helping people come to Christ, we get in the way. If only our lives were as attractive as the Christ we claim to follow.






 

NOT TRUSTING GOD TO DO WHAT ONLY HE CAN DO


If we want to help lead people to Christ, there are some things we need to avoid—four mistakes that most Christians make, and that the disciples made in Luke 9.


The first mistake is not trusting God to do what only he can do. The disciples made this mistake after the transfiguration of the Son of God. Peter, James, and John came back down the mountain from that glorious vision into the daily routine of ministry, where they faced the powers of hell’s darkness: “On the next day, when they had come down from the mountain, a great crowd met him. And behold, a man from the crowd cried out, ‘Teacher, I beg you to look at my son, for he is my only child. And behold, a spirit seizes him, and he suddenly cries out. It convulses him so that he foams at the mouth; and shatters him, and will hardly leave him’” (Luke 9:37–39).


Some scholars have thought that this boy suffered from epileptic seizures; many of the symptoms are similar. Yet the Bible clearly states that whatever physical problems he may have had, the boy was under the influence of supernatural evil—what his father called “a spirit,” and what Luke called “the demon” and “the unclean spirit” (Luke 9:42). Here is an example, then, of the way that Satan desires to destroy us and our children. Mark tells us that the demon often threw the boy into fire and water, trying to kill him (Mark 9:22). This is what the devil always wants to do: kill our souls, if not our bodies. 


Needless to say, the boy’s father was desperate for help. Maybe Jesus was busy at the time, or maybe he was still up on the mountain, but whatever the reason, the man first went to the disciples. “I begged your disciples to cast it out,” the man said, “but they could not” (Luke 9:40).


What was the reason for this failed exorcism? Remember that Jesus had given the disciples “power and authority over all demons and to cure diseases” (Luke 9:1). They had done this kind of thing before, and if anything, they had even more reason for confidence now that they confessed Jesus as the Christ, and now that some of them had seen his glory. Nevertheless, they failed. The painter Raphael captured the irony of this in his final masterpiece, which shows the dramatic contrast between the divine light the disciples saw transfigured on the mountain and the demonic darkness they were unable to dispel when they came back down to earth.1



The disciples did not fail for lack of effort, but due to their lack of faith. It was not because they had lost their powers, or because they used the wrong technique for exorcising demons, but because of their unbelief. This is clear from the way that Jesus answered the boy’s father: “O faithless and twisted generation, how long am I to be with you and bear with you?” (Luke 9:41). So Jesus took matters into his own hands and said, “Bring your son here.” Then, as the boy was coming forward, the demon made one last desperate attempt to keep him away from Jesus. Satan never gives up any of his victims without a fight, and often it is right before someone comes to Christ (whether literally or spiritually) that he makes his most violent assault. In this particular case, “the demon threw him to the ground and convulsed him” (Luke 9:42). This must have been terribly frightening. “But Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit and healed the boy, and gave him back to his father. And all were astonished at the majesty of God” (Luke 9:42–43). So it was that Jesus performed a miracle that his disciples apparently could have performed themselves, if only they had believed. Both scenes are depicted in the same painting, which seems to show that although the disciples had seen the light of the glory of God, they were not yet able to turn back the darkness. 


This deliverance includes many of the same elements that we have seen in other miracles. Once again, Jesus showed compassion for children. Once again, he gained an easy victory over demonic powers. Once again, Jesus restored someone to his right mind and reconciled a family. As David Gooding explains it, we see in this miracle “the tragic effect of the physical distortions and personality changes induced by demon-possession which had in a very real sense taken the boy away from his father and ruined the enjoyment of the relationship; and the delightful outcome of the healing, that the boy was ‘given back’ to his father and the enjoyment of the relationship restored.”2 In all of this, people saw yet another display of the majesty of God in the work of Jesus Christ.


What is different in this case is that Jesus rebuked his disciples for not trusting in his saving power. When he spoke about a “faithless and twisted generation” (Luke 9:41), he was referring to Israel’s experience after the exodus, when Moses told God’s people that they were “a twisted generation” (Deut. 32:5). When Jesus said this, he was speaking about the disciples as much as anyone else. Obviously, he was not speaking about the boy’s father, who had done what any godly parent ought to do with a child in trouble: he brought his boy to Jesus and said, “Look at my son.” That good man was faithful, not faithless. In fact, this was the very man who in the Gospel of Mark said to Jesus, “I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24). So Jesus was not speaking about the boy’s father. Possibly he was speaking about others who were there that day, and who doubted his power to save. The word “generation” would seem to refer to a wider group. But the faithless people in this instance were primarily the disciples, who did not have the faith to cast out the boy’s demon.


This grieved Jesus deeply. We can sense his sorrow in the question he asks: “How long am I to be with you and bear with you?” (Luke 9:41). This was not sinful impatience, but holy frustration with the unbelief of his own people, including his closest friends. Like a mother who wonders when her son will start taking responsibility for his actions, or a schoolteacher who wonders when his student will ever learn to follow instructions, Jesus longed for his disciples to trust him with a simple faith. One of the great sufferings of his earthly pilgrimage was the unbelief of his own disciples. 


Sometimes we grieve Jesus the same way. This is one of the mistakes that most Christians make. We say we believe in God, but do we trust him to do what only he can do? All too often we try to serve him in our own strength, as the disciples did, and then nothing happens, or at least nothing that demonstrates the majesty of God.


The main point of this episode is not that we need to trust God to help us cast out demons—which is something that rarely happens—but that we need to trust God to do all the spiritual work that only he can do. We have all the more reason to trust God than the disciples did, because we have received the full benefits of Christ’s finished work, and the Holy Spirit is now at work in us to help us trust in God. We need this faith in our struggle against temptation. We come up with all kinds of methods to manage our sin, but the real transformation comes by trusting in the gospel to change our hearts and minds. We need this faith in our relationships, which can be restored only by the healing work of God’s Spirit. We need this faith in our ministry, both as individual Christians and as a church, both locally and around the world. We may be very busy serving the Lord in practical ways, but this makes a spiritual difference only when we depend on God to use what we do to advance his gospel. We need this faith in our evangelism; leading someone to Christ does not depend on the skill of our witness, but on the grace of God. We need this faith in our discipleship. No matter how much good advice we give, we cannot be the Holy Spirit for anyone else; only God can change someone’s life. Then we need this faith in our ongoing war with Satan, who is seeking to destroy everything we do for God. The only way to be safe from the Evil One is through faith in Jesus Christ and in his mighty power.


Make no mistake: God is the only one who can do any of these things. Therefore, we are called to trust in him through Jesus Christ. When we do this, we see his majesty in our own spiritual growth, in the healing of wounded relationships, in the salvation of sinners, and in the triumph of the church over spiritual darkness.






 

TAKING OUR EYES OFF THE CROSS


A second mistake that most Christians make is to take our eyes off the cross. We are easily distracted, and even when we think about spiritual things, we may be more interested in the power and the glory than in suffering and the cross. Jesus knew that his disciples faced the same temptation, so immediately after he healed the boy with the unclean spirit, “while they were all marveling at everything he was doing, Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Let these words sink into your ears: The Son of Man is about to be delivered into the hands of men’” (Luke 9:43–44).


By saying this, Jesus was calling his disciples to look again at the cross, and perhaps also to connect his power over demons to the main event in his battle with the devil. He did not want them to get so caught up in marveling over his miracles that they missed the main point of his ministry. It had only been a week since he first told them that he would have to suffer many things and be killed before rising again. Now he wanted them to hear it again: the main message of the gospel is not that Jesus can perform exorcisms and work other wonders, although of course he can, but that he came to suffer and die for our sins.


The disciples did not know it then, but when Jesus spoke about being “delivered into the hands of men,” he was talking about his crucifixion. Soon, through the treachery of a close friend, a conspiracy of religious leaders, the cowardice of the governor, the violence of an angry mob, and the cruelty of wicked soldiers, Jesus would be nailed to a rough piece of wood and left to die.


The disciples did not understand any of this. This was now the second time that Jesus had predicted his death, but it did not make any more sense to them this time than it did the first time. They knew that Jesus was the Messiah, but they did not yet understand that he had come to suffer for sinners. The idea that someone as powerful as Jesus would die in weakness was unthinkable. Luke tells us, “But they did not understand this saying, and it was concealed from them, so that they might not perceive it. And they were afraid to ask him about this saying” (Luke 9:45). This quadruple negative could hardly be more emphatic. The disciples had turned their eyes completely away from the cross, not seeing what Jesus was showing them about his sacrifice, and not willing to ask the questions that would lead them into a sure and certain knowledge of salvation. 


We know better because, unlike the disciples, we know the end of the gospel story. Through the eyes of faith we have seen Jesus dying on the cross and rising again. We know the meaning of his crucifixion and resurrection: through the saving work of Jesus Christ, God has forgiven our sins and promised to receive us into his everlasting glory. We know all this better than the disciples did, or at least we ought to. If we do not know this, all we need to do is open our Bibles and, unlike the disciples, ask Jesus to help us understand the gospel.


Yet we still make the same mistake the disciples made, albeit in a different way. We keep the cross near the center of our worship, but we do not always keep it at the center of our daily discipleship. Jesus has called us to follow him all the way to crucifixion. He has called us to deny ourselves, take up our crosses daily, and follow him. But are we giving people the kind of sacrificial love that shows we serve a crucified Savior?


Too often we take our eyes off the cross. We are not satisfied with Jesus; instead, we want all of the other things that life has to offer. We are not willing to suffer the embarrassment of talking about Jesus with friends, or to risk harming our careers by taking our stand on a biblical principle, or to give up the comforts of life as we know it to take the gospel to the far places of the world. We do not want to suffer, even for Jesus, and so we take our eyes off the cross.


Make no mistake: Jesus calls us to keep the cross at the center, the way the apostle Paul did when he resolved to know nothing “except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2), or when he refused to boast about anything “except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14). The cross must remain at the center of our personal evangelism, of what we tell people about the Christian faith. It must remain at the center of our stewardship, of the costly decisions we make about investing our time and our money in gospel work. It must remain at the center of our family life, as we serve one another in love. The cross must also remain at the center of our commitment to see the world won for Christ, starting in our own community.






 

SEEKING GREATNESS FOR OURSELVES

The mistake of taking our eyes off the cross is closely related to a third mistake, which is to seek greatness for ourselves rather than for God. This brings us to what may be the most pointless debate in the history of human argumentation: “An argument arose among them as to which of them was the greatest” (Luke 9:46). 


The Bible does not tell us how this argument started. Maybe Peter or John or James had been bragging about going up the mountain with Jesus. “You know, he likes us the best,” one of them might have said. “Oh, yeah? I heard he took you up there because he didn’t think he could let you out of his sight!” And so it went, with all of the petty jealousies, vain conceits, and unrighteous reasonings of their sinful hearts.


This dispute was foolish because, like us, none of the disciples were all that great in the first place. Remember, these were men who could hardly stay awake to the end of a prayer meeting. Trying to determine the greatest disciple was a little bit like trying to find the world’s tallest pygmy: even if it were possible to figure out the answer, it would hardly matter. It was also foolish because the disciples were striving to reach the wrong end of the scale. Jesus had been telling them to deny themselves, but rather than carrying their crosses, they were still trying to climb to the top of the spiritual ladder.


It was a silly argument—the kind that little children have on the playground. To show how childish it was, “Jesus, knowing the reasoning of their hearts, took a child and put him by his side and said to them, ‘Whoever receives this child in my name receives me, and whoever receives me receives him who sent me. For he who is least among you all is the one who is great’” (Luke 9:47–48).


What Jesus did and what Jesus said were both important. What he did was to take a child by the hand. This in itself was a meaningful gesture. It gives us a glimpse of the kind of relationship that Jesus loves to have with children. There is no better place for any child to be than close beside the Savior. The rabbis generally ignored children altogether. According to one of their ancient commentaries, chattering with children would bring a man to ruin.3 But Jesus notices children and brings them close, as he did in this instance.


Then Jesus said that the way his disciples treated little children would indicate what kind of relationship they had with him and with his Father in heaven. Part of his point was that it takes humility to make friends with a child. To have a meaningful relationship, an adult has to get down on the child’s level and talk in a way the child can understand. According to Jesus, when people have the humility to welcome children in this way, they are really welcoming the triune God. 


This is one of the upside-down values of the kingdom of God, in which the least are the greatest. Notice, though, that Jesus does not say anything about anyone being the greatest. He simply says that whoever is least is great, without making any comparisons. True greatness in the eyes of God comes when we take the lowest place, seeking no recognition for ourselves, but showing concern for the weak and the helpless. As followers of Christ, we are called to care for people who usually get overlooked because to some people they do not seem all that important, like children. True spiritual greatness is determined by the company we keep.


Jesus himself is the perfect example. Rather than holding on to the privileges of his own exalted position as the Son of God, he humbled himself to live among us and offer his life for our sins. This aspect of Christ’s ministry was deeply impressive to Charles Colson. In contrast with the corrupt ambition that he witnessed in the Nixon administration and in his own personal life, Dr. Colson said that Jesus


 served others first; He spoke to those to whom no one spoke; He dined with the lowest members of society; He touched the untouchables. He had no throne, no crown, no bevy of servants or armored guards. A borrowed manger and a borrowed tomb framed his earthly life. Kings and presidents and prime ministers surround themselves with minions who rush ahead, swing the doors wide, and stand at attention as they wait for the great to pass. Jesus said that He Himself stands at the door and knocks, patiently waiting to enter our lives.4


 


Part of our Savior’s true greatness is that he did not seek greatness for himself. What a mistake it is, therefore, for us to play the kind of spiritual one-upsmanship that the disciples played. “My church is better than your church.” “My worship is more pleasing to God than your worship.” “My ministry is more important than your ministry.” “My way of living the Christian life, or of educating my children, or of witnessing for Jesus is better than yours.” These are the kinds of things that Christians think, and sometimes say, even if we do not always say it in such an obvious way. Sometimes we even try to gain an advantage by being more broken for our sin or more sacrificial in our giving than someone else—anything to prove our own true spiritual greatness. 


Make no mistake: there is nothing great about us. “Of all creatures,” wrote J. C. Ryle, “none has so little right to be proud as man, and of all men none ought to be so humble as the Christian.”5 Everything we have is a gift of God’s grace. One of the best ways for us to show our gratitude is by loving the people who usually get overlooked. This means caring for our children in a Christ-like way, seeking what is best for them. It means getting involved in the spiritual education of children inside and outside the church. It means paying attention to children in our neighborhoods and showing compassion to orphans and street children around the world. It also means visiting prisoners, helping people with disabilities, embracing people who are overwhelmed by difficult problems, showing hospitality to immigrants, and giving ourselves to people who have nothing to give us in return. To do such things is to receive the Son and the Father, honoring their greatness rather than our own.






 

FIGHTING THE WRONG ENEMY

As he heard what Jesus was saying about true spiritual greatness, John thought back to a recent encounter with someone else in ministry. Then he said to Jesus, “Master, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to stop him, because he does not follow with us” (Luke 9:49).


It is not entirely clear why John said this. Possibly he was confessing his sins, acknowledging that he had failed to treat someone else’s ministry with proper humility. Maybe he was simply looking for clarification: had he done the right thing in rebuking the man, or not? But it seems more likely that John was raising an objection. It was all very well for Jesus to talk about being least in the kingdom of God, but surely some distinctions still had to be made. Were not the disciples at least better than people who went around doing things in Jesus’ name, but were not even part of their fellowship? 


John’s argument had a certain logic to it. Apparently, this “freelance exorcist” was not following Jesus in the way of discipleship.6 Surely there was something wrong with someone working in the name of Christ but not following him in the biblical way. Shouldn’t he be stopped, and wasn’t it up to the disciples to stop him?


In response, Jesus might have pointed out that when the disciples rebuked the man, they had spoken out of sinful self-importance. They did not have a monopoly on doing God’s work. He might also have pointed out that the disciples had recently failed to cast out a demon, so they were hardly in a position to stop someone else from doing what they were unable to do themselves! Instead, Jesus simply said: “Do not stop him, for the one who is not against you is for you” (Luke 9:50).


This statement is hard to understand, especially since Jesus later said something that sounds nearly the opposite: “Whoever is not with me is against me” (Luke 11:23). But as we shall see, on that occasion Jesus was talking about the work of Satan, with whom there can be no compromise. In both instances, Jesus was making it clear that there is no middle ground: people are either for Jesus or against him. Here John was talking about someone who was trying to serve Christ, however imperfectly, and who (unlike the disciples) trusted him enough to cast out demons! So in this case Jesus warned his disciples not to make the mistake of fighting the wrong enemy. The man casting out demons was not against their ministry, and therefore they had no business trying to stop him. In fact, this was a greater sin than anything that might have been wrong with the other man’s ministry.


This principle is important to remember any time we look at the way other people are serving Christ and are tempted to think that they should do things differently. (I am not speaking here about fundamental matters of doctrine, but of the various ways that people who are fighting against the powers of Satan do their gospel work.) Unless we are in a position of spiritual oversight, then even if we are right about some of the ways that other Christians are wrong, it is not our responsibility to correct them. Whenever we perceive a problem in the Christian church, we always need to ask if it is our God-given responsibility to address it. If, in our misguided zeal to defend the cause of Christ, we try to be the Holy Spirit for people, we may actually get in the way of what God is doing. J. C. Ryle laments the way that thousands of Christians, 


 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. They have imagined, in their petty self-conceit, that no man can be a soldier of Christ, unless he wears their uniform, and fights in their regiment. . . . We forget that no Church on earth has an absolute monopoly of all wisdom, and that people may be right in the main, without agreeing with us. We must learn to be thankful if sin is opposed, and the Gospel preached, and the devil’s kingdom pulled down, though the work may not be done exactly in the way we like. . . . Above all, we must praise God if souls are converted, and Christ is magnified—no matter who the preacher may be, and to what Church he may belong.7


 


Make no mistake: other Christians are not the enemy. Satan is the enemy, and we should do everything we can to encourage other Christians in their battle against him. We are in a holy alliance against the powers of darkness, and rather than having us attack one another, our Supreme Commander orders us to keep fighting the right enemy.






 

HOW LONG?

Luke 9 presents a series of four little episodes that show four mistakes that most Christians make: not trusting God to do what only God can do; taking our eyes off the cross; seeking glory for ourselves; and fighting the wrong enemy. The first mistake comes from a lack of faith; the second from a lack of focus; the third from a lack of humility; and the fourth from a lack of wisdom.


All four of these mistakes compromise our witness for Christ. When we serve the Lord in our own strength, people are unable to see the power of the Holy Spirit. When we take our eyes off the cross, we stop giving the sacrificial service that leads people to Christ. When we seek our own greatness, no one can see how great and how glorious God is. And when we fight amongst ourselves, we drive people away from our fellowship rather than drawing them in. Kent Hughes says that these common mistakes give us “a telltale aroma, and others can smell it, especially those outside the church. Sometimes it is an acrid air of condescension or subtle, smiling hostility, or aloofness, or clubbish exclusivity, or doubt about God’s blessing on all who are not in the approved circle. This stench has kept multitudes away from the church and, more important, a knowledge of Christ.”8


Which mistakes are you making? Sooner or later, most Christians make them all. We do things in our own strength, not trusting in the power of God’s grace. We take our eyes off the cross, seeking satisfaction in earthly things rather than giving our lives away for Jesus. We elevate ourselves rather than putting others first. We wound our own brothers and sisters with the “friendly fire” of a critical spirit.


The first disciples made all these mistakes, too, which might make us wonder whether Jesus made a mistake in choosing them. But here is a great comfort: Jesus has mercy and grace for people who make spiritual mistakes. The Gospel of Luke proves it. Here in Luke 9 Jesus is already prepared to give up his life, but it will take him fourteen more chapters to get to the cross. Why the delay? In part because he still had so many things that he needed to teach his disciples. Looking back on all of their early mistakes, Michael Wilcock asks: “What then can Jesus do with a group of disciples still so unbelieving, slow-witted, swollen-headed, and narrow-minded, except take them with him on another year’s course of teaching?”9


This takes us back to the question that Jesus asked in verse 41: How long would he have to bear with the unbelief of his disciples? The answer was as long as it took to finish the work of their salvation and teach them the right way to serve. Jesus has the same patience with us. Even after all the mistakes we have made—including ones that dishonor God and hinder people from coming to Christ—God is still working with us, forgiving our sins and calling us again and again to follow Jesus. How long will he keep doing this? According to the gospel, he will keep doing this as long as it takes to save us. 
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 DON’T LOOK BACK

Luke 9:51–62


Yet another said, “I will follow you, Lord, but let me first say farewell to those at my home.” Jesus said to him, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.” (Luke 9:61–62)


There comes a time in every great man’s life when he has to make his stand. If he is going to fulfill his destiny, he must carry out his calling. With single-minded devotion and wholehearted courage, he must pursue what lies ahead, never turning aside, and never looking back. He must do that one great thing he was chosen to do. So it was that “when the days drew near for him to be taken up,” the greatest man who ever lived “set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51).






 

THE JOURNEY TO JERUSALEM


This verse marks a major turning point in the Gospel of Luke. To this point Jesus has been preaching the gospel of the kingdom and performing miracles of power in Galilee. He still has many more things to do and to teach; he has not yet completed his training of the twelve. But the end is near. As we know from Luke 9, Jesus must suffer many things, including the rejection of his people unto death. Soon he will have to carry the very cross that he has been preaching to his disciples. This was his destiny, and knowing this, Jesus made Jerusalem his destination. 


Jerusalem was the city of God’s king, and thus it was the place the Messiah went to receive his royal welcome. Jesus made his journey there over many months, leisurely making his way through the towns and villages where he still needed to preach the gospel. This journey—which was as much spiritual as it was geographic—runs all the way to chapter 19, where Jesus finally goes up to the great city on a donkey, weeping because he knows that Jerusalem has rejected God and will be destroyed.


What did Jesus do when he arrived there? In Jerusalem he corrected the religious leaders for corrupting the temple and rejecting his authority. In Jerusalem he taught his last parables. In Jerusalem he prophesied the destruction of the temple, the overthrow of the city, and the end of the world. And in Jerusalem he celebrated his last Passover supper with his disciples before going up the Mount of Olives to pray.


There was danger for Jesus in that great city. Jerusalem was the city where many prophets had gone to die (see Luke 13:33). Thus for Jesus to go there was to face mortal danger. In Jerusalem people plotted against him. In Jerusalem he was betrayed with a kiss, arrested by the temple police, and abused by soldiers. In Jerusalem Jesus was brought before the Jews on false charges, taken to Pilate the governor, and then on to Herod the king, before being sent back to Pilate. In Jerusalem an angry mob called for his crucifixion, until finally the governor gave in to their violent demands. In Jerusalem his disciples left him. And in Jerusalem Jesus was stripped naked and nailed to a cursed tree—in Jerusalem he was dead and buried.


Jesus knew all of this when he was still in Galilee, at least in general terms, if not in precise detail, and it was with all of this in mind that he “set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51). This expression indicates firm resolution and complete fixity of purpose. Like the Suffering Servant in Isaiah, who set his “face like a flint” (Isa. 50:7), Jesus was absolutely determined to go up to Jerusalem and do everything he was called to do for our salvation. What Jesus suffered was not some unfortunate accident, but the direct result of his deliberate obedience to his divine calling as the Savior of the world.


It was not merely to die that Jesus went to Jerusalem, however. Luke reveals his deeper purpose and higher destiny by telling us when Jesus set his face towards the city. He did this “when the days drew near for him to be taken up” (Luke 9:51). This is the only place where the unusual expression “to be taken up” (analēmpseōs) occurs in the New Testament. What does it mean? Possibly it refers to the way that Jesus was carried off by his enemies. Yet elsewhere the verbal form of this expression refers to his ascension (e.g., Acts 1:2; 1 Tim. 3:16), to that momentous occasion when the risen Christ went up into heaven, trailing clouds of glory. Luke tells us where Jesus was heading so we can see the whole of his saving work. Jesus was nearing “the consummation of his saving work in the crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension.”1 He was moving towards the cross and beyond: to his resurrection from the dead and the glory that would follow forever.


Jesus would reach this everlasting glory by way of Jerusalem. Jerusalem had to come first. There he would forgive his enemies, promise paradise to a dying thief, and make atonement for our sin. But after he completed his saving work, he would be raised from the dead and taken up to the glorious throne of God. When Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem, therefore, he was looking ahead to the cross and to the crown that he would gain by dying for sinners. Once he fixed his gaze in that direction, he would never look back. Nothing would deter him or distract him from doing what he was called to do, the work that was his everlasting destiny and that he desired to do for our salvation.






 

JESUS REJECTED

What kind of response did Jesus meet along the way? As he made his journey to Jerusalem and beyond, how did people react to Jesus and his call to discipleship? We get an early indication from an incident that took place in Samaria, where Jesus sent his advance men to make reservations: “And he sent messengers ahead of him, who went and entered a village of the Samaritans, to make preparations for him. But the people did not receive him, because his face was set toward Jerusalem” (Luke 9:52–53).


People had rejected Jesus from the very first time he preached the gospel. They would not even accept him in his own hometown. But from this point forward, the opposition seemed to intensify. Generally speaking, the closer Jesus got to Jerusalem and the cross, the more sharply he came into conflict with people who rejected him as the Messiah.


In this case, the people who rejected him were Samaritans, and the reason they refused to receive him was precisely that he was on his way to Jerusalem. There is a cultural background to this. The Samaritans, who were cousins of the Jews, believed that the place to worship God was not Jerusalem, but their own Mount Gerizim. There was a long history of conflict over this issue, including incidents of armed violence. When Jewish pilgrims traveled through Samaria on their way up to Jerusalem, they sometimes met with an angry response. The last thing a Samaritan wanted to do was help a Jew get to Jerusalem.


The way the Samaritans rejected Jesus foreshadows all the rejection that would follow. The people in this village may have rejected him for reasons of ethnic pride, but Luke presents this as part of a wider pattern. Jesus was on a saving mission from God, but whether through ignorance or malice, some people refused to welcome him as their Savior or follow him as their Lord. Apparently, there was no more room for Jesus in Samaria than there had been in Bethlehem, or than there would be in Jerusalem. This pattern of rejection leads us to ask how much room we are making for Jesus in our own hearts. What kind of welcome do we give to his saving work?


When James and John heard that the Samaritans refused to give Jesus a room, they wanted to do something about it. They said, “Lord, do you want us to tell fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” (Luke 9:54). This request can hardly be faulted for a lack of faith, to say nothing of zeal. Not for nothing did Jesus call these brothers “Sons of Thunder” (Mark 3:17)! Once again (see Luke 9:49), James and John were ready and willing to set people straight. They believed that if they prayed like Elijah of old (see 2 Kings 1:9–12), God would send fire down from heaven to destroy their enemies. These disciples had a bold faith in God, with a passionate zeal for the honor of Jesus.


These disciples can be faulted, however, for their lack of charity, not to mention their bad sense of timing. So Jesus “turned and rebuked them [James and John]. And they went on to another village” (Luke 9:55–56). This was not yet a day for judgment; it was still a time for mercy. Admittedly, the Samaritans had done wrong. They were guilty of ignorant prejudice against the Jews and against Jesus. God would hold them accountable for their sins. But they still had time to repent, and thus it was wrong for James and John to seek their destruction before their time. 


The error of these disciples reminds us how wrong Christians can be, even when we know we are right. James and John had faith in the power of God. They spoke out of concern for the honor of Christ, and with a clear biblical precedent. Yet they were still in the wrong. Their zeal was not according to knowledge. J. C. Ryle wisely comments:


It is possible to have much zeal for Christ, and yet to exhibit it in most unholy and unchristian ways. It is possible to mean well and have good intentions, and yet to make most grievous mistakes in our actions. It is possible to fancy that we have Scripture on our side, and to support our conduct by Scriptural quotations, and yet to commit serious errors. It is clear as daylight, from this and other cases related in the Bible, that it is not enough to be zealous and well-meaning. Very grave faults are frequently committed with good intentions. From no quarter perhaps has the Church received so much injury as from ignorant but well-meaning men.2


 


We need more than good intentions; we need righteous actions. We need more than zeal for God’s glory; we need hearts that are filled with the compassion of Christ. We need more than the knowledge of Scripture; we need spiritual insight to know how to apply it to our own situation. Never is this more important than when we think we have a responsibility to defend God’s cause. We may be right about the sin in someone’s life, or a problem in the church, or some ungodliness in government, or the prevailing errors of our culture. But are we responding in a way that demonstrates the kindness of God, the mercy of Christ, and the truth of the Spirit speaking in Scripture?


Jesus rejects any form of violent response from the church acting as the church. There will be a day of judgment, but that fiery verdict is for God to render. In the meantime, this is the day of salvation, when there is still time for people to repent—even people who have rejected Jesus Christ. Our present calling is not to seek revenge against God’s enemies, but to serve them in love, asking God to temper the harsh edge of our zeal with the compassion of Christ. 


God did this transforming work in John’s life. Given what we read in Luke, we would hardly guess that John became the apostle of God’s love. Yet we know from his epistles that the love of God in Christ became the grand theme of his life and ministry. Later John even proved his love to the Samaritans. The book of Acts tells us that he and Peter took the gospel “to many villages of the Samaritans” (Acts 8:25). We can only wonder whether John may have visited the same village that he had once sought to destroy by fire. What we know for certain is that God transformed him from a fighter into a lover, and that by his grace God can work the same kind of change into our own hearts. Whenever people arouse our anger, we can ask the Holy Spirit to help us show them the love of God.






 

ON THE ROAD TO THE CROSS

The Samaritans refused to help Jesus on his journey, but there were others who had a different response. When they saw where Jesus was going, they wanted to go with him. So Luke 9 ends with three brief encounters that Jesus had with three would-be disciples on the road to Jerusalem. Each of these encounters teaches us something about what it means to follow Jesus. In fact, “follow” is the key word in this section, occurring in verses 57, 59, and 61. All three of these people had every intention of following Jesus. Yet when we learn more about them, we have to wonder whether they really had what it took to follow Jesus all the way to Jerusalem, which leads us to ask whether we ourselves are ready to follow Jesus all the way.


The first encounter teaches us that if we want to follow Jesus, we have to be willing to give up everything, even the comforts of home. The person who learned this lesson was more than willing to follow Jesus. Luke tells us, “As they were going along the road, someone said to him, ‘I will follow you wherever you go’” (Luke 9:57). Here was someone who knew something about the demands of discipleship. He understood that following Jesus meant going wherever he went. Without raising any questions or making any conditions, this man volunteered to go anywhere and everywhere with Jesus. 


Yet for all his confidence, the man really had not counted the cost of discipleship. “He spoke with so much self-confidence,” writes Norval Geldenhuys, “because he had no inkling of the way of sorrows and death which the Lord would yet follow and also because he did not realize his own weakness and instability.”3 Before we say that we are ready and able to follow Jesus, we need to know where he is going, and what hardships we are likely to face along the way.


Jesus never denied the more difficult aspects of discipleship, but always announced them in advance. He never presented the Christian life as a life of ease, but always of sacrifice. His message was, “I love you and have a difficult plan for your life.” So Jesus said to the first would-be disciple: “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Luke 9:58).


These famous words remind us of the many things that Jesus himself gave up in becoming a man. He was the Son of Man, the glorious Lord who came down from heaven to bring salvation. From eternity past, he had lived in palaces of light, basking in the incandescent glow of his mutual love with the Father and the Spirit. Then he came down to this dark world, where he had scarcely a place to lay his head. This was true in Bethlehem, where there was no room for him at the inn. It was true in Samaria, where people refused to put him up for the night. And it was true throughout his earthly ministry, when he traveled as a homeless evangelist. Even the animals have their homes, but Jesus had nowhere to live and nothing to call his own. When he said this, he was not complaining, but simply stating the facts: Jesus gave up everything to come and be our Savior.


Now Jesus calls us to give up everything for him. This does not mean that we are not allowed to own property. By his generous grace, God often blesses us with material possessions that we may use for his glory. But it does mean that we must never allow earthly things to get in the way of true discipleship. Jesus has not called us to a life of luxury, but to a life of suffering service. He is calling us to follow him where he went: to Jerusalem and the cross. This means laying aside our earthly ambitions. It means letting go of creature comforts to make costly gifts to Christian ministry. For some it will mean giving up the security of our homes to follow God’s calling. James Boice writes: “It is true that Jesus may never ask us to break with our families for his sake or sell all we have and give to the poor in order to follow him. Indeed, in the great majority of cases, this is not required at all. But we must be willing to obey in these or any other areas if Jesus asks it, and we must actually do it, if he does.”4


This can be very costly for us, as it was for Jesus. One missionary described the dense fog that descended to darken her soul when she left her home in America to serve God in Eastern Europe. “I have been trying to maintain contentment,” she wrote in a newsletter to friends back home, but “I don’t quite fit. Life lacks the homey familiarity of the States and this new culture persists in its multi-faceted strangeness. ‘Where is my home?’ With my heart in a quandary, I have continued seeking to be a stable mom and wife, yet feeling anything but steady in the ongoing wrestling match with the unfamiliar.”


As she wrestled with these issues, the missionary came to a radical redefinition of what it meant for her to be at home. Here is how she explained it:


 Then today the Lord brought transcending comfort through a special, wise friend who had experienced this same sense 16 years ago when the Lord moved her family to Europe. With resonant empathy, she breathed words of encouragement straight from the Word of God into my heart: “Lord, Thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations” (Ps. 90:1). She reminded me that the Lord Himself is my dwelling place, the Place that never changes, my Home; a sense of stability began to infuse me and the fog began to burn away.5


 


When God is our dwelling place, we can leave everything to follow Jesus, and still be at home.






 

NO TIME TO LOSE


The next encounter dealt not with the comforts of home, but with the claims of family. Jesus said to another would-be disciple, “Follow me.” But the man answered, “Lord, let me first go and bury my father” (Luke 9:59). Rather than being too quick to promise, like the first would-be disciple, this man was too slow to perform.6 Here was someone else who wanted to follow Jesus, but first he wanted to negotiate the terms of his discipleship. The word “first” is important because it shows where the man’s priorities were. He wanted to honor a commitment to his family before he began to follow Jesus.


Here it helps to know the cultural background. On a first reading, most people assume that this conversation took place sometime between the death of the man’s father and his proper burial. But in all likelihood, his father was not yet dead. In those days Jewish people buried their dead within twenty-four hours, and family members sat with the body of the deceased until it was laid to rest. If the father had died already, his son would not have been talking with Jesus at all, but sitting at home with his family in mourning.


What, then, was the nature of this request? When the man asked for permission to bury his father, he was asking Jesus to let him care for his father during his declining years, until finally he died. Here the man had a strong claim. Honoring our parents is one of the Ten Commandments, and caring for them in old age is one of the best ways we can ever honor them. But Jesus discerned that this man was using his family situation as an excuse for delaying his discipleship. What hinders us from following Christ is not always something sinful; sometimes it is something good in itself that nevertheless gets in the way of what God really wants us to do. That must have been how it was for this man, because “Jesus said to him, ‘Leave the dead to bury their own dead. But as for you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God’” (Luke 9:60).


If this statement sounds harsh, it may be because we still do not understand the demands of discipleship. There are many duties we can safely leave in the hands of unbelievers—people who are spiritually dead. Caring for an elderly parent is one example, or at least it was in that culture. Even people without deep spiritual insight have some idea how to take care of their own families. But who will go out and preach the kingdom of God? Only a true follower of Jesus Christ. So Jesus told this man to leave his family obligations in the hands of other relatives—letting the spiritually dead bury the naturally dead—while he himself went out to proclaim the good news. Maybe some of the first people who needed to hear his gospel were members of his own family, but even to do that effectively the man needed to see that his highest and most urgent duty was to follow Jesus. Unless he understood this, how could he minister effectively to his family’s deepest need? 


Do not put Jesus off even one more day; follow him without delay. If this man waited until his father died, it might take him most of the rest of his life. Indeed, he might never get around to becoming a disciple. This is why Jesus never lets us put him off. He always wants us to start following him right away, and then for the rest of our lives, and for all eternity. David Gooding comments: “If Jesus is God’s Son, our first duty is towards him. A man who considers that he has a prior duty to fulfill before he is free to become a follower of Christ, has no concept of who Christ is.”7 Nothing is more important than following Jesus, not even the claims of our own families, which are the strongest of all earthly claims. If it comes down to a choice—as it sometimes does—we must do what Jesus wants us to do, not what our family wants us to do. In the words of Cyril of Alexandria, “the fear of God is to be set even above the reverence and love due to parents.”8


We need to be careful how we apply this principle, especially since elsewhere Jesus warned against making service to God an excuse for not caring for our parents (see Mark 7:9–13). Of course there are times when caring for our families is the very way that Jesus wants us to follow him. The claims of family have their God-given place in life, and honoring these claims is part of our service to God. Even missionaries may be called to set aside their work for a season so they can minister to a dying parent. But we must never let a false sense of duty get in the way of our real duty to Christ, whatever that is in our own particular situation.


It was in this context that a third person spoke to Jesus on the Jerusalem road: “Yet another said, ‘I will follow you, Lord, but let me first say farewell to those at my home’” (Luke 9:61). In all likelihood, this man had heard what Jesus said about the dead burying the dead. He did not want to do that. He did not feel the need to wait around for the rest of his father’s life before he started to follow Jesus. He was willing to go much sooner. But first—there’s that word again—he wanted at least enough time to go and say good-bye.


Once again, this may seem like a reasonable request. As a matter of common courtesy, surely it was appropriate for this man to go back home and say farewell to his family. There was even a good biblical precedent for this. When Elisha answered God’s call to leave the family farm and follow the prophet Elijah, he was granted permission to kiss his father and mother good-bye (1 Kings 19:20). Elisha went home, burned his plow, slaughtered his oxen, and held a farewell feast for his family and friends.


Jesus may well have had that incident from Elisha’s life in mind, because he said, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62). To see the connection with Elisha, we need to consider both situations carefully. When he talked about putting one’s hand to the plow, Jesus was saying that the “normal courtesies of family affection must give way to the overriding demands of the kingdom of God.”9 The proverb he used to make this point came from the fields, where the best way to plow a straight furrow is to keep looking ahead at some fixed point in the distance. Farmers who keep looking backwards, trying to figure out if they are still lined up properly, end up zigzagging all over the countryside. That is not what Elisha did at all. When he went back home to say goodbye, he made a definitive break with his old way of life. Once Elisha burned his plow and slaughtered his oxen, he was done with farming forever. But apparently if the man that Jesus met went back home, he would be tempted to stay. Something else was first in his heart, and knowing this, Jesus told him not to go back, even for a moment, but to follow him right away. Like a soldier going off to battle, or even like a daddy leaving home for work in the morning, this man needed to do his duty without delay.


Sometimes we wrestle with the same temptation. We want to wait a little longer before embarking on our journey with Jesus, or before setting off on a new pathway in our pilgrimage. Once we start, we are tempted to look back at everything we used to love. But as J. C. Ryle wisely said, “Those who look back want to go back,” and “If we are looking back to any thing in this world we are not fit to be disciples.”10 If we keep second-guessing our decision for Christ, or looking back fondly on our old affections, or even worse, going back to the places where we used to sin, then we will never get anywhere with Jesus. If we want to be his disciples, we need to follow him without any further delay.


John Wesley once gave some helpful advice to people who wanted to know how to follow Jesus. He said: “Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places you can, at all the times you can, to all the people you can, as long as you ever can.”11 To this helpful summary we should add the phrase “as soon as you can.” Disciples of Jesus do all the good they can, by all the means they can, in all the ways they can, starting as soon as they can.






 

I WILL FOLLOW

As we consider these three would-be disciples, it is hard not to wonder what became of them. Did they ever decide to follow Jesus? Was the first man willing to be homeless for the sake of the gospel? Did the second man let the dead bury their dead so that he could preach the gospel? Did the third man go home and say good-bye, or did he start following Jesus right away? It would be interesting to know what they all did, but Luke does not tell us. Maybe this is because his main concern was to help us write the ending to our own story—the story of our journey with Jesus.


The one thing we do know is what Jesus did after this: he kept on going to Jerusalem. Having set his face toward that great city, nothing could deter him from reaching his appointed destination. He had already given up all the things he was calling his disciples to give up as they followed him. He had given up the comforts of home and the claims of family. More than that, he had given up the glories of heaven to suffer the indignities of earth. With single-minded, wholehearted devotion to the glory of God, Jesus made it to Jerusalem and the cross, before being taken up into glory. 


Now Jesus calls us to go where he has gone, to make whatever sacrifices he calls us to make, and to suffer the kinds of losses that he suffered. Are you ready to follow Jesus to the cross before going on to glory? Then you must be willing to leave the comforts of home and accept a lower standard of living, claiming nothing for yourself, but giving what you have for the gospel. Will you go anywhere and do anything for Jesus?


In the same way that Jesus once set his face toward Jerusalem, God is calling us to set our hearts on Jesus and follow him. Look to Jesus, the Scripture says, “who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:2). Look to Jesus, and never look back.
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 THE KING’S MESSENGERS

Luke 10:1–16


After this the Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them on ahead of him, two by two, into every town and place where he himself was about to go. And he said to them . . . “The one who hears you hears me, and the one who rejects you rejects me, and the one who rejects me rejects him who sent me.” (Luke 10:1–2, 16)


The China Gospel Fellowship—also known as Tanghe—is a large network of Chinese house churches. Early in 1994 the fellowship began collecting donations for a special missionary trip. Since most of the group’s members live in poverty, their giving was sacrificial. People sold their chickens or gave up money they had been saving for marriage. No matter what the cost, they wanted God to be glorified in China.


When sufficient funds had been raised, the fellowship held a worship service at which they commissioned seventy young evangelists to go out two-by-two and preach the gospel in the far provinces of China. The missionaries were young and single, some of them still in their teens. Given only enough money for a one-way journey, they were told to trust God to provide for their needs. This trust was well placed, for God was faithful to provide. Six months later all of the missionaries returned home safely, having established new churches in twenty-two of China’s thirty provinces.1


In sponsoring this mission, the Tanghe were carrying out the Great Commission to go into all the world and preach the gospel. They were also following the example of Jesus Christ, who “appointed seventy-two others and sent them on ahead of him, two by two, into every town and place where he himself was about to go” (Luke 10:1).






 

THE SENDING OF THE SEVENTY-TWO


Previously Jesus had sent out his twelve apostles to cast out demons, heal diseases, and preach the kingdom of God (Luke 9:1–2). Now he was sending out a larger group to multiply his ministry. He was on his way to Jerusalem, and he still had many places where he wanted to preach the gospel. To that end, he sent messengers ahead to prepare for his coming.


For the sake of their own encouragement and accountability, this small army of evangelists went out two by two. There were seventy-two of them in all, or perhaps only seventy, depending on which ancient manuscript one consults. Scholars have debated the significance of this number. Some say it corresponds to the seventy nations listed in Genesis 10 and relates to the calling these messengers had to take the gospel to Gentiles living on the far side of the river Jordan. Others say the number comes from the end of Genesis, when seventy members of Jacob’s family went down to Egypt. In the same way that the twelve apostles correspond to the twelve patriarchs, the seventy evangelists correspond to the seventy original Israelites: Jesus was establishing a new Israel. Still others say the number refers to the seventy (or seventy-two) elders of Moses (Num. 11:16–30), or to the seventy members of the Sanhedrin who provided religious leadership for the Jews.


Whatever the precise connection, the point would seem to be the same: the gospel work of Christian evangelism is not for the apostles only, but for other people who claim to follow Christ. As far as we know, these seventytwo evangelists never held any positions of spiritual leadership. They were ordinary Christians, so to speak. But like the twelve apostles, they were called to go and preach the gospel. Their short-term missionary trip—recorded only in the Gospel of Luke—is one of the earliest indications of the missionary calling of the church. The same Lord Jesus who calls us to follow him also calls us to go out and preach the gospel. Every cross-carrying disciple has a cross-proclaiming witness for Christ. 


The work of these witnesses is most clearly described in verse 9: “Heal the sick and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’” Like the twelve apostles, the seventy-two evangelists were called to a ministry of both word and deed. Their basic message was the coming of the kingdom of God—the advent of God’s righteous rule through the person and work of Christ, the King. This message was the mainstay of their ministry.


Jesus also gave these evangelists the power to perform miracles, so that they could minister to the body as well as to the soul. This was an immediate blessing to everyone touched by their ministry, but it also had a further purpose: it confirmed the truth of their message. When people saw these evangelists healing the sick, they knew that what they said was true. As Norval Geldenhuys explains it, “The wonder-working healings will serve as an indication and proof of the fact that the royal sovereignty of God is exercised in and through Christ and His disciples. Thus the inhabitants of the towns and villages that are to be visited will have the opportunity of recognizing and accepting the kingly sovereignty of God and will thus be able to experience its beneficial working in their own hearts and lives.”2


The confirmation of the ministry of the word by the deed is still vitally important today. At certain times and in certain places—especially when the gospel first penetrates a pagan culture—God may still work miracles. But whether he works miracles or not, the church is called to demonstrate the love of God in practical deeds of mercy, and this is essential to effective gospel communication. How do people experience the reality of the kingdom of God? In those days they experienced it through the message of the gospel, which was confirmed by miracles of healing. Today people experience the kingdom of God through the preaching of the gospel, which is confirmed by the loving care of the people who preach it.


One worker in Vietnam explained how God used the ministry of word and deed to bring a former student to faith in Christ:


 His first encounter with Jesus was when he was in 9th grade. He had a motorbike accident with a Christian brother. When neither was seriously injured, although their bikes were totaled, the brother offered praise to God above. This deeply impressed the student, but he didn’t think about it again until after he’d graduated and come to Hanoi seeking work. God arranged various circumstances so that brothers and sisters were instrumental in meeting his physical needs (he’d come without a job and knowing no one!). Their care spoke eloquently to his heart, and he read the New Testament over and over to learn more about their worldview. They invited him to a sharing service at the local church, and that night he truly met and accepted Jesus Christ. Now he works in an orphanage, sharing love with the children there.3


 


It was the gospel message that saved this young student, of course, but God used the loving care of Christian people to give the gospel entrance into his heart. This is how God brings people to Christ: by the good news we give them about the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and also by the love we show the homeless, the prisoner, the orphan, the stranger, and anyone else who is battered and broken by sin.






 

LABORERS FOR THE HARVEST

As Jesus sent out these seventy-two evangelists to do gospel work in word and deed, he gave them some very specific instructions. These instructions show the priority of prayer, the presence of danger, the promise of provision, the peace of welcoming the kingdom, and the peril of rejecting it.


First, Jesus said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few. Therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest” (Luke 10:2). Jesus said something similar on other occasions (see Matt. 9:37–38; John 4:35). This was his consistent perspective on the missionary calling of the church. When Jesus spoke of the harvest, as he often did, he was speaking about people’s souls. The world is like a field, and every person is like a plant—either a fruitful blade of wheat that God will gather to himself, or a pernicious weed that he will destroy with fire. God is planning to gather a great harvest of souls from every time in history and every tribe among the nations.


This is a great encouragement in gospel work. We are sometimes discouraged by what seems to be slow progress in missions, but the harvest is plentiful. God is still bringing people to salvation every day. As Jesus said to Paul when he was doing dangerous missionary work in Corinth: “Do not be afraid . . . for I have many in this city who are my people” (Acts 18:9–10). These people had not yet come to Christ, but they were coming soon, and thus in a sense they were already his.


The same is true today. According to God’s sovereign plan, people all over the world and in our own community are predestined to come to Christ. Therefore, we always have great opportunities for giving people the gospel, both in our own personal ministry and through the missionary work of the church. The harvest is as plentiful today as it has ever been. There are open opportunities for the gospel to spread through urban outreach, church planting in immigrant communities, overseas theological education, Bible translation, and other forms of Christian work. Jesus calls us to take his perspective and believe that the fields are white for the harvest, even in dark places dominated by Hinduism and Islam.


There is a problem, however. The plenty of the harvest is inversely proportional to the number of harvesters. “The laborers are few,” Jesus said. Not many people are willing to do the hard labor of the gospel: sowing seeds of salvation by sharing the good news, or gathering people in by leading them to Christ. We are not nearly as fruitful in our evangelism as we ought to be. Nor do we have nearly as many missionaries as we need. Wycliffe estimates that an additional two thousand workers are needed to translate the gospel for the more than three thousand people groups that still do not have the Bible in their own language.4 Or, to give another example, although there are more than a billion Muslims in the world today, it is generally believed that less than 2 percent of all American missionaries are working in Muslim communities.5


Where will we get the missionaries we need? The answer is not better recruitment, although of course this has its practical place in the church. The answer is not better conferences, although God can use missionary gatherings to carry forward the good work of the Great Commission. The answer is not better seminaries, although of course theological education can help prepare people for service. The answer is persistent prayer—prayer for God himself to raise up new workers for the great harvest. “Pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest,” Jesus said, “to send out laborers into his harvest” (Luke 10:2). Prayer has the priority. Even as the seventy-two evangelists went out to preach, they were still to pray, because prayer was the chief part of their labor. 


We pray to God because he is the Lord of the harvest. Three times in the opening verses of Luke 10 Jesus either identifies himself or is identified as the Lord who sends workers out into the field. He alone is able to supply the need. Just as he once sent out the seventy-two, so now he invites us to pray that he will send out others. Is this missionary need a regular part of your prayer life?


Every believer is called to labor for the harvest, but God also sets apart certain men and women for the work of gospel witness. For this we must pray, asking the sending Lord to provide preachers, evangelists, Bible translators, church planters, and other Christian workers to reach the unreached around the world. As we pray, we also tell God that we are willing to be part of the answer to our own prayers: we too will go and labor in his gospel field, right where we are and wherever he sends us.






 

GOD’S PROTECTION AND PROVISION

This work is difficult, as the word “labor” would suggest. It was more than difficult, however; it was also dangerous, for Jesus said to the seventytwo: “Go your way; behold, I am sending you out as lambs in the midst of wolves” (Luke 10:3). This was his second instruction: a warning about the presence of danger in gospel work.


When Jesus sends his servants out to preach the gospel—especially where it has never been preached—they are vulnerable to attack, like sheep going out to face hungry wolves. Spiritual enemies are waiting to tear them to pieces with angry words and violent assaults. This was often true in the early church, when the enemies of Christ made murderous threats against his people, and when most of the apostles became martyrs. It was true in the pioneer days of African missions, when missionaries packed their possessions in a coffin. Not expecting to return home, they were planning ahead for an easy burial. The peril is still present today wherever cuttingedge evangelists confront the dark powers of communism, paganism, and Islam. To go out and preach the gospel is to be exposed to difficulty, danger, and perhaps even death. 


Jesus warns us about this so that we will know what to expect. Although sending agencies take reasonable precautions to protect their missionaries, anyone who goes out to preach the gospel needs to be ready for hardship and willing to die for Jesus. But Jesus also tells us this so that we will rely on his protection. We may go out as sheep among the wolves, but we still have a shepherd who has promised to walk with us all the way, even through the valley of the shadow of death. The presence of spiritual danger does not drive us to fear, but to a deeper trust in the help of our God.


Along with his protection, God also promises his provision, which brings us to the third instruction that Jesus gave the seventy-two: “Carry no moneybag, no knapsack, no sandals, and greet no one on the road” (Luke 10:4). These evangelists were told to go as they were, without even taking so much as an extra pair of shoes.


These instructions were unique to that time and place, when Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem, and when his disciples had left their homes to follow a Savior who had nothing to call his own (Luke 9:58). In fact, for reasons that will become clear when we get to chapter 22, later Jesus would tell his disciples to make sure that they did have a moneybag and a knapsack (Luke 22:36). Every call is different, and the demands of short-term pioneer missionary work are different from the demands of a full campaign, where ongoing support is needed for long-term faithfulness. But in this particular case, Jesus sent his servants out with nothing but the gospel and the hope of a plentiful harvest.


The seventy-two evangelists had to trust God for all their needs. This trust was well placed, because God had promised to provide, as he always provides for people who do his work. As the evangelists went about their ministry, traveling from place to place, some people would welcome them with warm hospitality. Jesus said that in such cases they were to “remain in the same house, eating and drinking what they provide, for the laborer deserves his wages. Do not go from house to house. Whenever you enter a town and they receive you, eat what is set before you” (Luke 10:7–8).


It was appropriate for the seventy-two evangelists to accept the kindness of strangers. People doing gospel work are entitled to the basic necessities of life. But for their part, the evangelists were to be content with whatever God provided. Jesus told them not to move from one house to the next, looking for better lodgings or hoping for better hospitality. He also told them to eat whatever people gave them, not insisting on a gourmet menu or worrying about whether their hosts kept kosher food laws the same way they did.


Again, these special instructions have a wider application. Missionaries and other Christian workers (including pastors) should strive to maintain a deep and steady contentment with what God provides. Do not use your calling for financial gain; resist the temptation always to want more. This perspective is essential for missionaries, but it is godly counsel for any believer. Be thankful for everything you have, not longing for luxury. Be easy to please and grateful for what other people offer.


Our attitude about material possessions needs to be guided by the urgency of our mission. These seventy-two evangelists had a crucial calling. They were messengers of the King, sent ahead to herald the approach of his kingdom. They did not have time to prepare for their journey; they just had to get up and go. They did not even have time to greet people on the road, especially in the ancient Near East, where formal greetings could take hours on end. These men were not out to make a social visit, but to preach the gospel without distraction and without delay. In the words of the English poet Robert Herrick:


 Christ, I have read, did to His chaplains say,
 Sending them forth, Salute no man by th’ way:
 Not, that He taught His ministers to be
 Unsmooth, or sour, to all civility;
 But to instruct them, to avoid all snares
 Of tardidation in the Lord’s affairs.
 Manners are good: but till his errand ends,
 Salute we must, nor strangers, kin, or friends.6


 


We need to apply this principle in our own service to God. What Robert Herrick called “snares of tardidation” are things that slow us down in our discipleship. They may be things that are good in themselves (like extra clothes and nice things to eat, for example), yet they delay us from doing the work that God has for us to do. The time is too short, and the work of the gospel is too important for us to dilly-dally. Too many Christians lead divided, distracted lives. We rush from one thing to the next without ever taking the time to make sure that what we are doing is the best way to fulfill our commitment to Christ. Is it any wonder, then, that sometimes we doubt whether we are really making a difference in the world?


The people who make the biggest difference for Christ and his kingdom are people who keep their focus on the work that God has called them to do, whether at home, at church, in the workplace, or overseas. According to J. C. Ryle, the austere instructions that Jesus gave to his evangelists


 ought to remind us of the necessity of simplicity and unworldliness in our daily life. We must beware of thinking too much about our meals, and our furniture, and our houses, and all those many things which concern the life of the body. We must strive to live like men whose first thoughts are about the immortal soul. We must endeavour to pass through the world like men who are not yet at home, and are not overmuch troubled about the fare they meet with on the road and at the inn. Blessed are they who feel like pilgrims and strangers in this life, and whose best things are all to come!7


 






 

PEACE OR PERIL

Jesus sent his evangelists out empty-handed so that they would learn to trust the promise of his provision. But there was also another reason: their poverty would force people to make a decision. Either people would welcome the evangelists into their homes, or they would leave them out in the cold. But either way, they had to make a spiritual choice. Here is how David Gooding explains it: “If the missionaries had enough money to support themselves, then letting them hire a room in a hotel would be a simple commercial transaction carrying no spiritual implication. But if the people were faced with penniless, destitute men claiming to be Messiah’s own ambassadors, they would be forced to decide whether they would receive and entertain them as such, or reject them.”8


Understand what was at stake when these evangelists preached the gospel, and indeed, what is at stake whenever anyone preaches the gospel. The seventy-two were royal messengers. Their message was the King’s message, and therefore the way that people responded would indicate what kind of relationship they wanted to have with the King. There would be peace for those who welcomed the kingdom, but peril for those who rejected it. Jesus made this perfectly clear at the end of his instructions: “The one who hears you hears me, and the one who rejects you rejects me, and the one who rejects me rejects him who sent me” (Luke 10:16). The seventy-two evangelists may not have seemed very impressive. All they had was the gospel. Yet that gospel came from the King himself, offering the true way of salvation in Christ. These messengers were there in the name of the King. Therefore, the way people responded to them would determine their eternal destiny.


Some people would respond in faith. Jesus said to his messengers, “Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace be to this house!’ And if a son of peace is there, your peace will rest upon him. But if not, it will return to you” (Luke 10:5–6). What Jesus calls a “son of peace” is someone who welcomes the gospel message. In verse 8 he describes such people as “receiving” his messengers. They welcome both the good news of God’s kingdom and the people who preach it; it is virtually one and the same.


People who gave the gospel this kind of welcome would enjoy the blessing of God’s peace. The evangelist would say, “Peace be to this house!” and the members of the household would have God’s peace. These were not idle words; they were a benediction from God. But they did not work like magic, as if the words themselves had the power to bring peace. Like any other gift from God, these words had to be received by faith to convey any real blessing. Anyone who believed the gospel message had peace with God through Jesus Christ—a peace that would last forever.


The same thing still happens today whenever people receive the good news by faith. Someone comes preaching the gospel message that Jesus was born to bring salvation, that he died on the cross to pay the price for our sin, and that he rose again to give the free gift of eternal life. That message may not seem very impressive. Nevertheless, anyone who preaches the true gospel is a royal messenger from God, and therefore anyone who receives the message by faith receives God himself. The King of all kings is summoning us to salvation, and if we welcome his royal summons by trusting in Jesus Christ, we will have the blessing of his everlasting peace. 


People who reject this gospel message do so at their own peril. Nowhere did Jesus make this any clearer than in these very instructions. First, he told his evangelists what to do when people rejected them: “But whenever you enter a town and they do not receive you, go into its streets and say, ‘Even the dust of your town that clings to our feet we wipe off against you. Nevertheless know this, that the kingdom of God has come near’” (Luke 10:10–11). If in a particular town no one showed the evangelists any hospitality, they were to take their message to the streets and give a spiritual object lesson. Shaking the dust off their feet was a sign of rejection and exclusion, even condemnation. It meant that the people of that community were outside the people of God, that as far as God was concerned, their town was foreign soil.9


To reject a royal messenger is to reject the royal person of the king who sent the messenger. This is almost always a serious mistake, but never more so than when the King is the Sovereign Lord of the entire universe. Jesus proceeded to pronounce this woe against communities that rejected his messengers: “I tell you, it will be more bearable on that day for Sodom than for that town. Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago, sitting in sackcloth and ashes. But it will be more bearable in the judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you. And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You shall be brought down to Hades” (Luke 10:12–15).


The word “woe” expresses deep regret and sad dismay. Jesus uses it here to show the anguish he felt over his rejection in places where he had once preached the gospel: Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum, which was his home-away-from-home. These were towns in Galilee where Jesus performed mighty miracles. The people of those communities had every opportunity to trust him for their salvation. They saw Jesus in the flesh; they witnessed his divine power and heard his words of salvation. Nevertheless, they remained unrepentant; sadly, they did not receive Jesus by faith. As a result, they were in grave peril. 


When Jesus spoke of “that day” (Luke 10:12), he was plainly referring to the day of judgment, when God will render his verdict on every person who has ever lived (see, for example, Obad. 15; 1 Peter 2:12). Some people will be received into his everlasting peace, but others will be condemned to everlasting destruction. As it says in verse 15, they will be “brought down to Hades,” which is not simply a place for the dead, but “a place of punishment and condemnation, which was ordained exclusively for the ungodly.”10


Here Jesus makes a sobering and surprising comparison. The day of judgment will be unbearable for any sinner who dies outside of Christ. Nevertheless, it will be even more unbearable for unbelievers from places like Chorazin and Capernaum than for unbelievers from wicked cities like Sodom, Sidon, and Tyre (see Isa. 23; Ezek. 26–28). Sodom was so infamous for its immorality that God destroyed it by fire (see Gen. 19). What city could ever be worse off than Sodom? According to the Bible, the answer is any city that ever heard the gospel but still rejected Jesus.


This is a sober warning for anyone who hears the good news about Jesus Christ but refuses to receive him as Savior and King. God holds us responsible for whatever we know about Jesus Christ: the greater the opportunity, the greater our responsibility. Whenever the gospel is preached, the kingdom of God is near. To reject the gospel is to reject Jesus; to reject Jesus is to reject the kingdom of his Father in heaven; and the more clearly the gospel has been preached, the greater responsibility we bear for rejecting it. We would hardly expect a bunch of pagans in a place like Sodom to trust in God. But what about people who worship in an evangelical church or read Bible commentaries? What can we expect from them, and more importantly, what does God expect? Once we have heard that salvation comes only through Jesus Christ, we can never claim ignorance again. We will have to face the eternal consequences of our response to Jesus and his gospel. There will be no excuses.


What is your response to the gospel message? By the logic of what Jesus said about Sodom and Chorazin, the day of judgment will be most unbearable of all for people who worshiped in Bible-teaching, gospel-preaching churches but never entered the kingdom of God. If we have heard the royal message of salvation, then we need to respond to Jesus in faith, trusting the gospel of his kingdom. Jesus could hardly make it any clearer than he does in this passage. There are two and only two destinations: a heaven of peace for those who receive him by faith, and a hell of peril for those who reject him in unbelief.


Once we have made our decision for Christ, we need to do whatever we can to get the gospel to others. This means praying for missionaries to labor in the harvest fields of the gospel. It means serving God with practical compassion, so that the truth of his Word is confirmed by the deeds of our mercy. For some, getting the gospel out will mean answering God’s call to go somewhere far away and preach the gospel. For others it will mean living for Christ close to home and supporting the global work of the gospel through prayer and giving. But there is something desperately urgent for everyone to do. People are dying and going to heaven or hell every day. What will you do with the message you have received from the King? How will you labor to share it with others?
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 JOY, JOY, JOY!

Luke 10:17–24


The seventy-two returned with joy, saying, “Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your name!” . . . In that same hour he rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.” (Luke 10:17, 21)


Whether they have been away for many years or gone for only a short trip, missionaries love to go home and report on their gospel work. If the work has been difficult and discouraging, as it often is, they are likely to need special care. But if by the grace of God they have seen the gospel working with power, they will be full of infectious joy for what God has done.


China’s Tanghe fellowship experienced this joy late in 1994 when seventy evangelists (see ch. 41) returned from a six-month missionary trip. Following Christ’s example, these evangelists had gone out two by two, carrying the gospel to China’s far provinces. Six months later all seventy missionaries returned to report on their work. Here is how one leader described their joyous reunion: 


 It was a testimony meeting. We had given the missionaries one-way tickets. We told them, “You can’t fail. If you are not successful in planting churches, nobody will give you money to come back.” When we heard their testimonies, everybody was crying. They wore out their shoes, they were rejected by people. They lived in ditches and in forests. Some of them lived with pigs. In the meeting, God showed his love to us. We were joyful because they all came back alive.1


 


They were also joyful because God had blessed their ministry. Seventy missionaries went out with almost nothing except the gospel, and by the grace of God, they established new house churches all over China, including some congregations that now number in the hundreds of thousands. The missionaries saw the gospel working with power, and they returned rejoicing.






 

THE GREAT JOY OF GOD’S VICTORY OVER SATAN


The seventy-two evangelists Jesus sent out to announce the coming of God’s kingdom experienced the same emotion. Jesus sent them out to heal the sick and to say, “The kingdom of God has come near to you” (Luke 10:9). When they had fulfilled their mission, “The seventy-two returned with joy, saying, ‘Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your name!’” (Luke 10:17). This is the first of three great joys in the middle of Luke 10: the great joy of God’s victory over Satan.


When Jesus first sent these missionaries out to preach the gospel, he gave them sober warnings. He said he was sending them out “as lambs in the midst of wolves” (Luke 10:3). He told them that people would reject them, that in some communities they would not even get a bite to eat or a place to stay. But whatever hardships they may have faced, when the evangelists returned to Jesus they were absolutely elated. Their mission had been a resounding success. They had healed the sick, they had preached the good news, and to their happy amazement, they had cast out demons. Even the fallen angels who served the kingdom of darkness by tormenting the souls of men were subject to their ministry. The missionaries could hardly believe it, and they could not wait to tell Jesus about it. 


We can well imagine the missionaries running up to Jesus, bubbling with enthusiasm, their faces glowing with excitement. They had the kind of spontaneous joy that comes with unexpected success. “Joy” is just the word for it, because these evangelists were celebrating what God had done, and not simply what they had done. This is one of the differences between happiness and joy: we can be happy with ourselves, but true joy comes only when we get outside of ourselves to glorify God. Happiness may be self-centered, but joy is always God-centered. The evangelists had this God-centered joy because they knew that they did not cast out demons by their own strength, but only in Jesus’ name: “Satan-crushing power resided neither in their persons nor in their office, but in Jesus.”2 The Lord Jesus Christ is the only exorcist. He alone has power over the devil and his demons. But like the evangelists, we may share in his triumph, and in the joy that his triumph brings.


This joy is one that Jesus shares. When the evangelists told Jesus about their victory over the demons, he said, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. Behold, I have given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing shall hurt you” (Luke 10:18–19). With these words, Jesus confirmed that he had given his evangelists power over the devil and his demons. But two questions about these verses are still hard to answer: Exactly when did Jesus see Satan fall from heaven, and how can we apply what Jesus said about having authority over the enemy?


Satan is the archenemy of God and the accuser of God’s people. His very name means “adversary.” Created as one of God’s most beautiful angels, he rebelled against his creator, and as punishment for his pride, he was banished from glory. Perhaps this is when Jesus saw Satan fall from heaven: at the time of his rebellion, when he arced toward earth and his glory was extinguished. If so, then in verses 18 and 19 Jesus was explaining why the demons were subject to his seventy-two evangelists. It was because “the might of Satan, the prince of all diabolical powers, [was] already broken.”3 In the words of Cyril of Alexandria, God threw Satan down “from on high to earth, from overweening pride to humiliation, from glory to contempt, from great power to utter weakness.”4


God did all of this even before the coming of Christ. But when Jesus spoke of Satan falling from heaven, he may have been referring to something more immediate and more directly related to the ministry of his messengers. When they cast out demons in his name, Jesus caught a glimpse of his own impending victory over Satan through his crucifixion and resurrection (see 1 Cor. 15:54–57; Col. 2:15; 1 John 3:8). The apostle John wrote about this in his apocalypse:


 And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God. And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb.” (Rev. 12:9–11)


 


The great victory that Jesus won over Satan through the cross will be made complete at the final judgment, when God will throw Satan down into the lake of fire, and he will be “tormented day and night forever and ever” (Rev. 20:10). But there were signs of that ultimate victory already in the ministry of the evangelists: “in the grand offensive by the seventy against the might of Satan it could plainly be seen how Satan had already lost his exalted position of power.”5 Jesus perceived that when his servants cast out demons, Satan was falling from the high seat of his rebellion—as quick as a flash, like a bolt from the blue sky. As John Keble wrote in one of his religious poems:


 See Lucifer like lightning fall,
 Dashed from his throne of pride;
 While, answering Thy victorious call,
The Saints his spoils divide.6


 


Then Jesus went on to give his evangelists “authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy,” and he said “nothing shall hurt you” (Luke 10:19). Jesus gave both power and authority—the ability to gain victory over Satan, and also the right to do so. Jesus could give his servants power and authority because, as the Son of God, he himself has power and authority over Satan. The Scripture says that Jesus “has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers being subjected to him” (1 Peter 3:22). But what does it mean for Jesus to give us this authority?


Some Christians have interpreted Luke 10:19 so literally that they have made snake-handling a test of fellowship. The only true Christian evangelist, they say, is someone who can handle poisonous snakes and remain unharmed. They find confirmation for their view in the story of Paul at Malta, when the apostle shook a viper into the fire (see Acts 28:1–6). But it seems more likely that Jesus was speaking figuratively.7 The real issue here is not physical danger from poisonous vipers, but spiritual danger from that old snake, the devil. Going all the way back to the Garden of Eden, the serpent is a familiar biblical image for Satan (see Ps. 91:13), and most likely the scorpions here refer to his demons.


The point of these symbols of spiritual evil is that in the name of Jesus Christ, we have the authority to resist the devil. The power of God constrains the power of Satan in the life of the believer. Through faith in Christ, God gives us a way to escape the devil’s temptations, and through the ministry of his Spirit, he will keep us safe from the devil until we reach glory. Satan can never do us any ultimate harm. We may suffer hardships and even death, as the apostles did, but nothing can ever separate us from the love that God has for us in Christ (see Rom. 8:38–39). Therefore, we should never believe—even for a moment—the devil’s own lie that we are powerless against him.


What a great triumph it is—and what a great joy—whenever we claim God’s victory over Satan through Jesus Christ. This happens whenever God’s Word is preached in the power of the Holy Spirit. It happens whenever a sinner comes to faith in Christ. It happens whenever secret sin is brought into the light of the cross. It happens whenever a Christian stands firm against the temptation to lust after life’s pleasures, or to be embittered by life’s disappointments, or to rage against a hard providence, or to do anything else contrary to God’s will for our lives. 


How is Satan tormenting you, and what victory are you gaining over him? One little boy was visiting a friend when he accidentally broke a little toy frog. His first impulse was to hide the toy so that no one would know. But by the witness of the Holy Spirit in his conscience, it occurred to him that this was exactly what Satan wanted him to do. So instead of hiding the frog, he went right away and showed his friend’s mother what had happened. By doing this, the boy gained a real triumph over Satan. The high archangel of darkness is utterly defeated when even the littlest Christian claims victory in Jesus’ name.






 

THE GREATER JOY OF ETERNAL LIFE


As much joy as the seventy-two evangelists had in their triumph over Satan, Jesus told them that something else should give them even greater joy: the promise of eternal life. “Nevertheless,” he said, “do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven” (Luke 10:20).


When Jesus told his disciples not to rejoice over Satan, he was not being a killjoy. As we have seen, the seventy-two evangelists had good reason to rejoice, and Jesus rejoiced with them. Rather than forbidding this joy, Jesus was really making a comparison, phrased in terms of an apparent contradiction or negation. He was telling them that they had another reason for rejoicing that ought to take precedence. “Yes,” he was saying, “it is good to rejoice in your authority over the demons, but this cannot compare with the deeper joy of everlasting life.”


Jesus referred to this everlasting life by using a familiar metaphor. He called his messengers to rejoice that their names were “written in heaven” (Luke 10:20). Here we encounter the common biblical image of the book of life. When Moses interceded for the children of Israel, offering his life for their sins, he prayed, “Please blot me out of your book that you have written” (Ex. 32:32). Later, when the Israelites were living as exiles in Babylon, the prophet Daniel promised: “Your people shall be delivered, everyone whose name shall be found written in the book” (Dan. 12:1). Moses and Daniel both believed that God kept a written record of all the people who belonged to him. The apostle Paul believed this too, and thus he spoke of coworkers “whose names are in the book of life” (Phil. 4:3). Similarly, the writer to the Hebrews described people who come to God through faith in Christ as being “enrolled in heaven” (Heb. 12:23). The apostle John went so far as to say that the names of God’s people were “written before the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb that was slain” (Rev. 13:8). 


This idea of the book of life was deeply rooted in the culture of the ancient Near East. Kings who ruled great empires loved to keep long lists of the names of their subjects. A good example comes from the Christmas story, when Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken across the entire Roman world (Luke 2:1). In those days people were familiar with the bureaucracy of government record-keeping. Typically, having one’s name “in the book” served as proof of citizenship. In New Testament times, Roman officials would keep detailed registers of the people who belonged to their city-state, and who therefore had the full rights of membership in their community. A person whose name was in the book was entitled to property and protection.


What, then, does it mean to have our names written in heaven? It means that the High King of heaven knows and remembers that we belong to him. It means further that he is keeping an accurate record of our citizenship in his everlasting city (see Phil. 3:20). It means that we have a right to all the privileges of heaven, even before we arrive. And it means that we have God’s own guarantee of eternal life. Jesus says of anyone who trusts in his righteousness, “I will never blot his name out of the book of life. I will confess his name before my Father and before his angels” (Rev. 3:5). So when Jesus tells us to rejoice that our names are written in heaven, it is to reassure us that he is keeping track of our salvation. David Gooding makes the perceptive comment that unless we were certain of this, we would not be able to rejoice at all.8 Instead, we would always be anxious about our eternal destiny, wondering whether God will remember that we belong to him. But the book of life gives us eternal security. To quote an old gospel song, we know that when the roll is called up yonder, we’ll be there.


Nevertheless, the book of life still makes some people feel anxious, especially because Revelation tells us that this book will be opened at the final judgment (Rev. 20:12), and “if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire” (Rev. 20:15). I can remember how, as a small boy, I wanted to make sure that my name was written in the book of life. So even after I prayed to receive Jesus Christ, I went back to God again and reminded him to make sure that he wrote down my name. How can we end the uncertainty and know for sure that our names are written in the book of life?


We do not come to this assurance by climbing up into heaven, searching God’s archives, and paging though his royal registry. Instead, we know that our names are written in heaven the same way we know everything else about our salvation: by believing in Jesus Christ as he is offered to us in the gospel. We know that we have eternal life, not because we have read the book of life, but because we have faith in the manger, the cross, and the empty tomb. The people whose names are written in heaven are the people who trust in Jesus.


Once we know that we have a title in heaven, this becomes our great joy in life—even greater than the joy we have in claiming God’s victory over Satan. Eternal life is a greater joy because it is more all-inclusive. When the seventy-two evangelists cast out demons, they experienced only one small part of their salvation. Eternal life includes victory over Satan in spiritual warfare, but it encompasses all of the other blessings that God also has for us in Jesus Christ: the forgiveness of our sins, the resurrection of our bodies, and the fellowship of knowing God as our loving Father. The joy of eternal life is also more permanent. Whatever other joys we experience could never last for long if we could not be certain that God will always love us. But having our names written down in the book of life is a joy that will last forever.


Our joy in eternal life keeps us from being downcast during difficult times of ministry, when Satan does not seem to be cast under our feet, or when God chooses to use others more prominently in gospel success. Sometime late in 1980, Iain Murray visited the aging Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones. The famous London preacher was drawing near to death and could only sit up for an hour or two each day. Murray asked an obvious question: “How are you coping now that your ministry is so confined?” After all, Lloyd-Jones had preached to countless thousands, bringing many to faith in Christ. He had also had a leading role in establishing important evangelical institutions like Tyndale House, The Westminster Conference, and The Banner of Truth. Lloyd-Jones replied, “Do not rejoice that the demons are subject to you in my name, but rejoice that your name is written in heaven.” Then he said, “I am perfectly content.” This is the deepest source of the believer’s joy through life and on into eternity: our salvation is not based on what we have done, but on God’s saving grace, for our names are written in the book of life.9






 

THE GREATEST JOY OF ALL


Is any joy greater than the joy we have in knowing eternal life? Yes, there is a greater joy—the greatest joy of all: the joy that God the Son has in God the Spirit and God the Father. Luke tells us: “In that same hour he rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, ‘I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth’” (Luke 10:21).


The word that Luke uses here for rejoicing is more intense than any other word for joy, including the other terms that he has used in this very passage. The Greek word agalliaō is a word for exuberant ecstasy, for complete exultation in the fullness of joy. When we see why Jesus was rejoicing, we can understand why Luke used it here. Jesus rejoiced to see Satan defeated and to give the free gift of eternal life. But here was an even greater joy because it took place within the triune being of God, who exists eternally as one God in three persons.


Of its very nature, the joy of Jesus is greater than any joy that we could ever experience. Because Jesus is God the Son, his joy is a divine rejoicing. It is a perfect joy, unspoiled and undiminished by sin. Here his joy is especially intense because he is rejoicing in the revelation of the Holy Spirit and in the secret, saving work of his Father. Luke is showing us the joy at the heart of the universe, the rejoicing that takes place within the Godhead, where God is both the subject and the object of his own joy. The Father, the Son, and the Spirit glory in one another. When Jesus was baptized (Luke 3:22), and again when he was transfigured (Luke 9:35), we saw the pleasure that the Father takes in his own beloved Son. Now Jesus rejoices in the Spirit and the Father, and as he rejoices, we catch a glimpse of God glorifying and enjoying himself. There can be no greater joy than this: the eternal joy that God himself enjoys in the being of God. 


On this occasion, Jesus was so overwhelmed with triune joy that in a spontaneous outburst he rejoiced out loud. He rejoiced in the Holy Spirit, finding his enjoyment in the Third Person of the Trinity. He also rejoiced in the Father, praising him for his supreme greatness over heaven and earth. But many people would be surprised at the occasion for this joy. Why was Jesus rejoicing? Because, he said to his Father, “you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will” (Luke 10:21–22). Jesus was rejoicing over the sovereignty of God in salvation, over the doctrine of election, over the fact that God reveals the truths of salvation only to his own beloved children.


People often consider the sovereignty of God’s grace to be a dark and difficult doctrine. Why does God bring some people to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ, while others are left to perish in their sins? The Bible never gives us the full answer, except to say that God does it for his own glory. But far from treating this mystery as an occasion for anxiety, the Bible presents it as a comfort for the soul. The doctrine of election, which proves God’s sovereignty in salvation, is a doctrine of joy. We find this on Christmas night, when the angels sing “Glory to God in the highest!” and bless the people who are in God’s pleasure (Luke 2:14). We find it in Romans 9 to 11, where Paul’s exposition of election ends with a grand doxology of praise. We find it in Ephesians 1, where the fact that God has chosen us in Christ is celebrated with high praise to God. We also find it here in Luke 10, where God’s sovereignty in salvation brings joy to the very Godhead.


Jesus rejoices in the Father’s gracious will to reveal salvation to some but not to others. To be specific, God has hidden the secrets of his gospel from people who think that they are wise, and revealed them instead to little children (literally, to babies)—in other words, to people who know that they do not know everything, and who therefore come to him in simple, childlike faith.


When Jesus spoke about “the wise and understanding,” he may well have been referring ironically to members of the religious establishment like the Pharisees and the Sadducees—theological know-it-alls who refused to believe that he was the Christ. When he spoke about “little children,” he was referring to his ordinary disciples, who for all their weakness were learning to follow him in faith and obedience. It is not ignorance that Jesus is praising here, but humility. Norval Geldenhuys has rightly observed that the contrast here is “not that between ‘educated’ and ‘uneducated’ but between those who imagine themselves to be wise and sensible and want to test the Gospel truths by their own intellects and to pronounce judgment according to their self-formed ideas and those who live under the profound impression that by their own insight and their own reasoning they are utterly powerless to understand the truths of God and to accept them.”10


Which of these two categories describes your own attitude towards Jesus Christ? Are you still trying to evaluate Christianity according to your own belief system, or are you ready to learn what God wants to teach you? If in our arrogance we insist that God has to meet our own intellectual standards, we will never be saved. As David Gooding has said, “The mysteries of his person, his mind, his heart, his salvation are infinitely too exalted and wonderful to be penetrated and understood simply by submitting them to a sufficiently powerful intellectual analysis. By God’s own choice and decree they remain hidden to the wise.”11 But by the grace of God, the Holy Spirit plainly reveals these same profound mysteries to humble sinners who come to God with nothing except their need for him. God is not an intellectual elitist. There is no minimum IQ for membership in the family of God. The gospel is not restricted to people who are smart enough to understand it. All we need is a teachable spirit and a childlike trust in Jesus Christ.


A powerful example of this kind of humility may be seen in the life of Eta Linnemann, the learned German theology professor who abandoned her attacks on the Bible to become a believer in Jesus Christ. Dr. Linnemann had been a protégé of the infamous Bible critic Rudolf Bultmann. The spiritual emptiness of liberal scholarship eventually led her into addictions to alcohol and television. But when she reached her lowest point of her personal despair, Linnemann found the grace of God. She writes:


 At that point God led me to vibrant Christians who knew Jesus personally as their Lord and Savior. I heard their testimonies as they reported what God had done in their lives. Finally God himself spoke to my heart by means of a Christian brother’s words. By God’s grace and love I entrusted my life to Jesus. He immediately took my life into his saving grasp and began to transform it radically. My destructive addictions were replaced by a hunger and thirst for his Word and for fellowship with Christians. I was able to recognize sin clearly as sin rather than merely make excuses for it as was my previous habit. I can still remember the delicious joy I felt when for the first time black was once more black and white was once more white. . . . By God’s grace I experienced Jesus as the one whose name is above all names. I was permitted to realize that Jesus is God’s son, born of a virgin. He is the Messiah and the Son of Man.12


 


When she spoke at Philadelphia’s Westminster Theological Seminary in the early 1990s, Dr. Linnemann was asked what had brought about this radical change in her life and theology. To her the answer was so obvious that she was almost astonished by the question. She said, “Why, I became a child of God!” It was as simple as that. It is always that simple: anyone who comes to God in childlike trust will gain a clear knowledge of salvation in Christ. All we need to do is come to Jesus in simple faith, asking him to be our Savior and our God.


Giving grace to the humble is one of God’s greatest joys. As Jesus rejoiced in the Spirit, he went on to say: “All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows who the Son is except the Father, or who the Father is except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Luke 10:22). In verse 21 Jesus had rejoiced in the revelation of the Father; here in verse 22 he rejoices in his own revelation as the Son. It is all interconnected. Jesus Christ is God the Son. Therefore, everything that belongs to the Father—such as his sovereign power and divine authority—also belongs to the Son.


When Jesus said that the Father had given him all things, he was making the strongest possible claim to his own deity. All things belong to Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Not a single atomic particle in the entire universe is outside his supreme lordship. Due to his divine identity, the Son has perfect knowledge of the Father, in the same way that the Father has perfect knowledge of the Son. The Father and the Son share mutual intimacy with the Spirit in the fellowship of their triune being. Only God can know God perfectly, and therefore no one knows the Son as does the Father, or the Father as does the Son. 


And yet (and this is the reason Jesus rejoices) we ourselves are able to have fellowship with the triune God. By the grace of the Father, according to the will of the Son, through the revelation of the Holy Spirit, we know the living God. It is the work of the Son to bring us into fellowship with the Father, and Jesus rejoices that this is so. God the Son came into the world so that we could enter his joy—the joy of knowing and loving God. David Gooding writes: “As Son of the Father he enjoyed unique knowledge of the intimate relationship that lies at the heart of the Godhead, and with that unique knowledge the unique privilege of communicating it to whomever he pleased.”13






 

A JOYOUS BENEDICTION


Jesus ended this conversation with a blessing that came from a heart full of joy—a blessing that must have made his disciples’ joy complete: “Then turning to the disciples he said privately, ‘Blessed are the eyes that see what you see! For I tell you that many prophets and kings desired to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it’ ” (Luke 10:23–24).


This joyous benediction is in keeping with what Jesus already said about the secrets of salvation belonging only to God. The Father and the Son have exclusive, mutual, intimate fellowship within their triune being. But according to the Father’s gracious will, by his own sovereign choice and through the revealing work of the Holy Spirit, the Son invited his disciples—and his disciples alone—to share in their fellowship. Theirs was the high privilege of knowing the Father and the Son, with the Spirit.


To make sure they understood what a great privilege this was, Jesus referred to all the men who desperately wanted to have this knowledge, but never lived to see the day. He was referring explicitly to the prophets and kings of the Old Testament who prayed for the coming of the Christ. How these men longed to see the promise of the ages fulfilled in the longawaited Messiah! Imagine what Jeremiah would have given to see the righteous Branch raised up from David (Jer. 23:5), or Isaiah to see the son conceived to the virgin (Isa. 7:14), or Micah to see the baby born in Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2). Imagine what David would have given to see his God-forsaken Savior poured out like water or laid in the dust of death (Ps. 22:1, 14–15), or Isaiah to see the Suffering Servant wounded for his transgressions and buried in a rich man’s tomb (Isa. 53:5, 9). Imagine what Job would have given to see his risen Redeemer standing on the earth (Job 19:25). With a holy jealousy, these mighty kings and faithful prophets longed to know the Christ as the disciples knew him. What a blessing it was for the twelve to see the ancient promises fulfilled in the birth, life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ. What a blessing—and what a joy! 


Only one thing could add to the disciples’ joy, namely, our own believing response to their gospel. The apostle John—who had been with Jesus the day he rejoiced in the Spirit—wrote about this saving response in his first epistle. John began by testifying to the things that he had heard with his own ears and seen with his own eyes—the gospel realities that were the envy of prophets and kings. Then he celebrated the joy he had in knowing God. “Our fellowship,” he rejoiced to say, “is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3).


John’s joy was not yet complete, however. There was one thing he still desired, which was for us to join him by trusting in Jesus for our salvation. John wrote, “That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us” (1 John 1:3). “We are writing these things,” he went on to say, “so that our joy may be complete” (1 John 1:4). The joy of the apostles is complete whenever we join their fellowship with the Father and the Son through Jesus Christ.


Their joy becomes our own when we come to Christ. The ancient kings would have laid down their crowns, and the old-time prophets would have left behind their ministries to know Jesus the way we know him in the gospel: as our Savior from sin and our God forever. What joy is ours! We have the great joy of having our names written in heaven, and the still greater joy of knowing the Father, the Son, and the Spirit in their rejoicing. No one is more greatly blessed than we are, and therefore no one should live with greater joy.
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 WHOSE NEIGHBOR AM I?

Luke 10:25–37


“Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” And Jesus said to him, “You go, and do likewise.” (Luke 10:36–37)


If you were on your way to do something important—to give a presentation, for example—and you saw someone in trouble, would you stop and help? Would it be worth the inconvenience? And what if you were running late? Would you still take the time to help someone in need?


Two psychologists from Princeton University tried to answer these questions in an experiment about good and bad neighbors. Seminary students were unexpectedly asked on short notice to give a talk to a group of their professors. Some were asked to speak on the parable of the good Samaritan, while others were asked to address the relevance of Christian ministry to daily life. Some students were given adequate time to prepare, while others were told that they were running late. On their way to give their talks, they all encountered a man who was moaning for help. But who would stop to help him?


One would hope that all of them would stop. They were seminary students, after all, and some of them had just read the story that Jesus told about helping people along life’s way. Unfortunately, they did not all stop. Some of them did, but some of them didn’t, mainly because they were in too much of a hurry to be good neighbors.1 If we want to avoid making the same mistake ourselves, we need to be willing to stop and help the people God is giving us to help, even when it may be terribly inconvenient. To be ready to do this, it helps to know what Jesus really said about the good Samaritan.






 

WHAT MUST I DO TO BE SAVED?

Most people know this parable, but they do not always remember the context. Jesus had been rejoicing over the way his Father had hidden the secrets of salvation from people who thought they were wise and revealed them instead to people with childlike faith. “And behold”—as if to prove the point that Jesus was making—“a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, saying, ‘Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?’ ” (Luke 10:25).


In Israel, to be a lawyer was to be an expert in God’s law—a Bible scholar and a theologian. This man knew the laws of God from the Scriptures of the Old Testament, and he sought to apply them to daily life. In this case, his question dealt with a matter of supreme importance: eternal life. What could be more important to know than the way of everlasting life? Since God has “put eternity” into our hearts (Eccl. 3:11), we all want to know if there is a way for us to live forever.


Yet as important as this question is, there were some problems with the way the lawyer asked it. One was his motivation. Luke tells us that he was putting Jesus to the test. How foolish it is to test God on his theology, and yet people do the same thing today. Rather than accepting Jesus on his own terms, believing that he is the Son of God and Savior of sinners, they evaluate him according to the principles of their own theology. Yet the Bible explicitly warns us not to put God to the test (Deut. 6:16). The real question is not what we think about Jesus, but what he thinks about us.


There was also a problem with the way the lawyer phrased his question: “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” To put the question more literally, “Having done what will I inherit eternal life?” as if to say that one single good deed was all it took to gain salvation. Phrased this way, the question is self-contradictory. On the one hand, the man referred to eternal life as an inheritance—something granted as a gift. On the other hand, he assumed there was something that he could do to gain eternal life, that his salvation would come by some good work. This was typical of Judaism in those days. Of course there was still a remnant that depended on God for grace, but it was more common for people to make their salvation contingent on their religious performance. “Great is Torah,” went one rabbinical saying, “for it gives to them that practice it, life in this world and in the world to come.”2 Many people make the same mistake today. They assume that if there is a heaven at all, they will gain entrance only if the good that they do outweighs the bad.


This is not an assumption that God happens to share. To help the lawyer see this, Jesus responded with a question of his own: “What is written in the Law? How do you read it?” (Luke 10:26). By referring the Bible scholar back to his Bible, Jesus was reclaiming the agenda. The way to eternal life is written in God’s Word, and what does that Word say? As the lawyer well knew from his own careful study and daily worship, it said, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself ” (Luke 10:27).


This was a good answer because it came straight out of God’s law. It came from Deuteronomy 6, which pious Jews recited every day: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might” (Deut. 6:4–5). The man’s answer also came from the book of Leviticus: “You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD” (Lev. 19:18). These verses summarized all Ten Commandments, the whole law of God (see Matt. 22:37, 39). So Jesus told the lawyer that he had given a good answer: “You have answered correctly; do this, and you will live” (Luke 10:28; cf. Rom. 10:5).



All that the lawyer had to do—all that anyone has to do—was to keep the two great commandments by loving God and loving his neighbor. If he did this (and kept on doing it; in contrast to the lawyer, Jesus used the present tense) he would gain eternal life. But keeping these commandments is easier said than done, and therein lies the problem. The love that God requires is perfect love—not just once, as the lawyer seemed to think, but all the time. To love God truly with heart, soul, mind, and strength is to love him with everything we are and have. To love our neighbors properly is to love them with the same intense interest and constant concern that we have for ourselves. But who has ever loved in such a wholehearted and supremely selfless way?


Jesus was answering the lawyer on his own terms, giving a legal answer to a legal question. Is there anything we can do to gain eternal life? Yes, the law of God offers salvation to anyone who fully satisfies its demands. “Do this,” Jesus said, “and you will live.” But who is able to do it? No one, except the sinless Son of God. As the Scripture says, “by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin” (Rom. 3:20; cf. Gal. 3:10). In other words, we can never be saved by keeping the law—not because there is anything wrong with the law, but because there is something wrong with us. This was the obvious implication of what Jesus said to the lawyer. He was laying down an impossible challenge designed to drive sinners to seek a Savior.






 

WHOM DO I HAVE TO LOVE?


At this point, the lawyer should have prayed for grace. He should have fallen to his knees and said something like this: “Help me, Lord, for I am a sinful man. I cannot love God the way he demands to be loved, and I have never loved anyone nearly as much as I love myself. Tell me how a sinner like me can be saved.”


If the lawyer had done that, Jesus undoubtedly would have explained the true way of salvation, which is not by anything that we can do, but only by what Jesus has done—his perfect fulfillment of the law in love for his Father and for us as his neighbors. But instead of asking God for justifying grace, the lawyer, “desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, ‘And who is my neighbor?’” (Luke 10:29).


The lawyer was trying to save face. He had asked a question to show his intellectual and spiritual superiority. But Jesus responded with an answer so basic that it made him look stupid for even asking. Love God and love your neighbor—these were simple answers that even the youngest scholar at the synagogue knew from learning his catechism. Jesus was getting the better of him; probably his colleagues were starting to snicker. So he tried to show that things were really much more complicated than Jesus was making them. “Yes, yes, of course, we all need to love our neighbors,” the man was saying, “but exactly how do you define the word ‘neighbor’?” This question assumed that some people fell into the category of “nonneighbor.” C. H. Talbert thus paraphrased the lawyer’s question: “How can I spot others who belong to God’s people so that I can love them?”3


In all likelihood, the lawyer also raised this question because he knew that he did not love his neighbor after all, at least not the way that Jesus demanded. He was looking for some sort of loophole (as sinners often do). His desire to “justify himself ” related not merely to his initial question, but to his whole life before God. Obviously, he could not love everyone. That would be impossible. But if he could find a way to limit the size of his neighborhood, then maybe, just maybe, he really could love his neighbor, and then he would be able to justify himself before God.


This is what always happens when we try to be saved by our own works. Rather than upholding the law in all its perfection, we undermine the law by reducing it to something we think we might be able to keep. Thus the lawyer tried to make God’s second great commandment more manageable. David Gooding imagines him reasoning as follows:


Are we expected to treat every man jack in the whole of the world as our neighbor and love him as ourselves? And if that is impossible, where are we to draw the line? And are we to treat outrageous sinners and vicious tyrants and blaspheming heretics as our neighbors and love them, along with all others, as ourselves? Or may we with good common sense take the commandment as meaning by “neighbor” the people in our family, or street, or synagogue, or at a stretch our fellow-nationals, but no more? Can we take it also that our political or national enemies, by being enemies, have ceased to be our neighbors?4





This ethnocentric attitude was common in those days. When the Israelites spoke about their neighbors, they were referring almost exclusively to their fellow Israelites, to members of their own covenant community, and not to people from neighboring nations. According to scholars, “An Israelite’s neighbor is any member of his nation, but not one who is not an Israelite.”5 So as far as loving one’s neighbors was concerned, some people counted, and some people didn’t. Some people were inside the circle of neighborly love, but everyone else was left outside. The Israelites took care of their own, but they did not think that they had an obligation to care for anyone else. “After all,” they said, “we can’t help everybody; we have to draw the line somewhere.”


This attitude is equally common today. Sometimes we draw the boundary along ethnic lines, excluding people from a different background. Sometimes we draw it along religious lines. We do a decent job of caring for other Christians, but we have much less concern for people outside the church. Sometimes we draw the boundary along social lines, making a distinction between the deserving and the undeserving poor. Sometimes we simply exclude people whose problems seem too large for us to handle. But wherever we draw the line, we find the lawyer’s logic compelling. We have to make choices in life. Our love has to have limits. Since we cannot help everybody, only certain people qualify as our neighbors. Everyone else will have to go somewhere else to get whatever help they need.






 

NOT GOOD NEIGHBORS

Rather than offering a theoretical definition of the concept of neighbor, Jesus answered the lawyer’s question by telling a story. This parable answered the lawyer’s question, at least indirectly, by redrawing the boundaries of his neighborhood. Jesus got the man to think outside of his usual categories by putting a Samaritan at the center of the story. More importantly, the parable showed that he was asking the wrong question altogether. The real question is not “Who is my neighbor?” but “Whose neighbor am I?” 


The story began with a dying man in desperate need. As Jesus told it, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who stripped him and beat him and departed, leaving him half dead” (Luke 10:30). This situation was not uncommon. As it made its long and winding descent from Jerusalem, the Jericho road passed through treacherous country. With its narrow passages and dangerous precipices, it was an ideal place for thieves and bandits to ambush lonely travelers. In ancient times people called it “the bloody way.”6 So it proved to be for the victim in Jesus’ story. Stripped and beaten, his battered body was soaking the trail with its blood. The man was almost dead.


As he lay dying, several people had a chance to save the man’s life. The first two people who passed by the crime scene were both religious leaders. They were fine, upstanding citizens—exactly the kind of people one would expect to stop and help. Sadly, they did nothing at all: “Now by chance a priest was going down that road, and when he saw him he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side” (Luke 10:31–32).


Both men were guilty of a sin of omission: they failed to save a man’s life. They passed the victim by, pretending not to notice. The cruelty of their neglect was all the more wicked because they were coming from Jerusalem, where they had almost certainly been to worship. The people who heard this story would assume that these religious leaders had been in Jerusalem to serve at the temple, where they had recited the law and offered sacrifices on God’s altar. But however fervently they worshiped at God’s house, when these men went out on the road they failed to keep the law of God’s love or to offer themselves as living sacrifices for a neighbor in need.


Scholars wonder why these men failed to stop and help. Was it because they were in a hurry to get home? Was it because they were afraid of being ambushed? Was it because they did not want to get blamed for beating the man up? Was it perhaps because they thought that he was already dead? According to God’s law, priests were forbidden to touch a dead body (Lev. 21:1–3), and according to custom, Levites who became ceremonially unclean had to go through a costly and time-consuming week-long ritual of purification.7 Thus the lawyer who was listening to the parable may well have thought that such men had a duty not to stop and help. Or did these men fail to stop simply because they were too busy to be bothered by the inconvenience of helping someone in desperate need? 


Jesus does not tell us why the priest and the Levite refused to help, yet it hardly matters. What excuse could possibly justify their refusal to save a man’s life? If they were in a hurry, their families could wait. If there was a chance they might get ambushed, they should have died trying to save someone’s life. Even if there was a chance that the man might be dead, their higher duty to try to save a life superseded any claim of the ceremonial law. These men had a righteous responsibility to stop and help, and when they failed to do so, they became accomplices to the man’s murder.


The poor example of these religious leaders shows us some of the characteristics of bad neighbors. When am I a bad neighbor? When I avoid people in obvious need. When I come up with flimsy excuses for refusing to get involved with someone who has a legitimate claim on my love. When I have little concern for those who are wounded and dying, whether their injuries are spiritual or physical. When I see someone who might be in trouble, but refuse to stop and find out what kind of help I might be able to offer. When I walk away from worship with a heart as hard as the one I came in with. When I am too selfish to interrupt what I am doing or to be inconvenienced by someone else’s problems. Whenever I make lame excuses for not doing what I know, deep down, that Jesus wants me to do for someone else. I am a bad neighbor whenever I refuse to be a good neighbor to someone in need.


When Charles Spurgeon preached from this passage, he imagined some of the excuses these men might have made for their shocking sin of omission. As he considered the possibilities, he noticed members of his congregation smiling at their absurdity. Then he challenged them to see the absurdity of their own failure to love their neighbors:


I shall leave you to make all the excuses you like about not helping the poor and aiding the hospitals, and when you have made them they will be as good as those which I have set before you. You have smiled over what the priest might have said, but if you make any excuses for yourselves whenever real need comes before you, and you are able to relieve it, you need not smile over your excuses, the devil will do that; you had better cry over them, for there is the gravest reason for lamenting that your heart is hard toward your fellowcreatures when they are sick, and perhaps sick unto death.8





What kind of neighbor are you? Are you stopping to help needy people, or are you making all kinds of excuses for passing them by?






 

THE GOOD SAMARITAN

At this point we might expect a good, honest Israelite to come along and help—not another proud clergyman, but a pious layman. Instead, Jesus adds a surprising twist to the story. The hero is not a Jew at all: “But a Samaritan, as he journeyed, came to where he was, and when he saw him, he had compassion. He went to him and bound up his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he set him on his own animal and brought him to an inn and took care of him. And the next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper, saying, ‘Take care of him, and whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come back’” (Luke 11:33–35).


A Samaritan was just about the last person that anyone in Israel would expect to stop and help. In centuries past the Samaritans had defied God’s law by intermarrying with the Assyrians. Over time they had developed their own version of the Torah and set up their own center for worship. Thus, as far as the Jews were concerned, the Samaritans were half-breed heretics. By the time of Christ, there was a settled animosity between the two people groups. As John tells us in his Gospel, “Jews have no dealings with Samaritans” (John 4:9). In fact, some rabbis had a serious debate as to whether a Jew had any responsibility to save a Samaritan.9 Others said that such heretics “should be pushed (into the ditch) and not pulled out.”10 For their part, the Samaritans had been known to give Jews trouble on the highway. Jesus knew all about this because the Samaritans had rejected him only a short time before, when they refused to receive him on his way to Jerusalem (see Luke 9:52–53). 


People often call this parable “The Story of the Good Samaritan,” but as far as the Jews were concerned, there were no good Samaritans. The term was an oxymoron—a contradiction in terms. It is difficult to come up with a contemporary comparison that conveys the same sense of social surprise, but we do not really understand this story until we make a racial and religious comparison that seems to go too far. Maybe it would be something like an Islamic fundamentalist helping an evangelical Christian who was injured in a terrorist attack. It was the last thing anyone would expect, and in fact if the injured man had not been so desperate, he may have refused the Samaritan’s help altogether. These men were not neighbors at all; they were enemies. Nevertheless, the Samaritan stopped to help, giving us the superlative example of what it means to be a good neighbor.


What are the characteristics of a good neighbor, as exemplified by the good Samaritan? A good neighbor notices people in need, as the Samaritan did when he saw the victim lying in the road. The priest went down the road, and the Levite went to the place where the man lay, but the Samaritan went to the man himself. A good neighbor has compassion for people who suffer. The Greek word for compassion (splanchna) expresses strong feelings of pity and tenderness. The word is often used to indicate God’s compassion for us in Christ (e.g., Luke 7:13), but here it is used to express the Samaritan’s heart-response to someone in desperate need. Even without knowing who he was, the Samaritan had pity on the man’s condition.


Yet being a good neighbor involves more than an emotional response: it also requires practical deeds of mercy. A good neighbor is willing to stop and help, even when it is inconvenient. So the Samaritan stopped in the middle of his journey, got down from his donkey, and began to administer first aid—binding, soothing, and disinfecting his neighbor’s wounds. As he poured out his oil and wine, he was pouring out his love. A good neighbor refuses to draw artificial boundaries in order to avoid getting involved. A good neighbor helps strangers. Without prejudice, he loves people who do not belong to his own ethnic or religious group. The Samaritan was willing to help this man simply because he needed the help. 


A good neighbor also makes costly sacrifices of time and money to serve people in trouble. As J. C. Ryle said in his comments on this passage, “The kindness of a Christian towards others . . . should be a practical love, a love which entails on him self-sacrifice and self-denial, both in money, and time, and trouble. His charity should be seen not merely in his talking, but his acting—not merely in his profession, but in his practice.”11 The good Samaritan let his neighbor ride his own animal. He led him to an inn where he proceeded to give him further medical attention. Then he arranged for the long-term care he needed to recover from his injuries. Two denarii would last a couple of weeks, and if the man needed more help after that, the Samaritan would put it on his own tab. There were things he needed to do; he could not stay with the man indefinitely. But rather than abandoning him, the Samaritan commended him to the care of others. This is what a good neighbor does: he follows through by doing whatever it takes to ensure that full help is provided.


In short, a good neighbor is someone who loves others as he loves himself. A notable example of the application of this principle comes from the life of Ernest Gordon. As mentioned back in chapter 22 of this commentary, Gordon was a British Army officer interned in the infamous Japanese prison camp on the River Kwai. Late in the war, as Gordon and other prisoners of war traveled through the jungles of Asia, they happened upon a train full of wounded Japanese soldiers nearly dying of neglect. Out of love for Christ, Gordon and many of his fellow officers began to administer aid to these soldiers, their enemies.


One of their fellow officers was deeply offended. “What bloody fools you all are!” he said. “Don’t you realize that those are the enemy?” Of course they did realize this. It was exactly the point, as Gordon tried to explain:


“Have you never heard the story of the man who was going from Jerusalem to Jericho?” I asked him. He gave me a blank look, so I continued, “He was attacked by thugs, stripped of everything and left to die. Along came a priest; he passed him by. Then came a lawyer, a man of high principles; he passed by as well. Next came a Samaritan, a half-caste, a heretic, an enemy. But he didn’t pass by; he stopped. His heart was filled with compassion. Kneeling down, he poured some wine through the unconscious lips, cleaned and dressed the helpless man’s wounds, then took him to an inn where he had him cared for at his own expense.” 




“But that’s different!” the officer protested angrily. “That’s in the Bible. These are the swine who’ve starved us and beaten us. They’ve murdered our comrades. These are our enemies.”





Gordon responded by saying, “Who is mine enemy? Isn’t he my neighbour? . . . Mine enemy is my neighbour!”12






 

WHO IS THE GOOD NEIGHBOR?

Jesus ended his story by making a point of practical application. To help his lawyer friend understand this point for himself, Jesus asked him the all-important question: “Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?” (Luke 10:36). Carefully avoiding any use of the hated word “Samaritan,” the man nevertheless answered correctly: “The one who showed him mercy.” To which Jesus replied, “You go, and do likewise” (Luke 10:37).


This parable is partly about what it means to be a good neighbor. It is not simply about stopping to help people on the road, of course, although sometimes that’s part of it. Nor is the point that all good Samaritans will be saved. Apparently, this was one of those times when an unbeliever (like the Samaritan) puts a believer (as the priest and the Levite were supposed to be) to shame. Nor is it primarily about racial reconciliation, although this parable has important implications for cross-cultural relationships. The main point is that a neighbor is something we are, not something we have, and that for believers in Christ, neighborly love is a whole way of life.


The lawyer wanted to know who was (and perhaps more importantly who wasn’t) his neighbor. If you ask the question that way, the answer is, “My neighbor is anyone in need—anyone at all—whom in the providence of God I may be able to help.” Jesus took the lawyer’s theoretical question and gave him a practical answer: “Whenever we come across somebody in our pathway in great need, we are to have compassion on them and help them as we would like them to help us if we were in need.”13


But Jesus also wanted the lawyer to consider a deeper question—not “Who is my neighbor?” but “Whose neighbor am I?” Hence the wording of his question: “Which of these three, do you think, proved to be a neighbor?” (Luke 10:36). Rather than letting him get away with keeping the issue at arm’s length, Jesus brought it straight to his heart. The real question is not what someone else has to do to qualify for my assistance, but what kind of neighbor am I anyway? As one commentator observes, “One cannot define one’s neighbor; one can only be a neighbor.”14 Or again, “Neighbor is not a concept to be debated or defined, but a flesh-and-blood person in the ditch waiting to be served. You can’t define your neighbor in advance; you can only be a neighbor when the moment of mercy arrives.”15


To say this another way, a person becomes my neighbor when I treat him in a neighborly way. So instead of wasting our time trying to come up with a more precise definition of “neighbor,” we need to get busy and help the people right in front of us. Whom are you able to help, but have been trying to ignore? How will you respond the next time you encounter someone in need?


Jesus told the lawyer—and he tells us—to do what the good Samaritan did and show mercy. At one level, this is simply a call to emulate the good Samaritan. As it says in the text of Johann Sebastian Bach’s Cantata 77, “And give me too, my God, a Samaritan’s heart, / That I may love my neighbour as well / And be troubled for him / In his anguish, / That I do not pass him by / And abandon him in his extremity.”16 As believers in Christ, we are called to love our neighbors, and when we do this, our lives demonstrate the love of Christ. If all we ever do is talk about love, our talk is only talk, and people easily ignore us. But when we show them love by being good neighbors, our actions and affections confirm the story we tell about Jesus, the cross, and the resurrection.


At another level, however, this parable shows us our own deep need for the gospel. Remember the context: the lawyer wanted to know what he had to do to be saved. Jesus gave him the answer that is written in the law: if you love God and love your neighbor, you will live. But knowing how difficult it is to love one’s neighbor, the lawyer asked Jesus to place some kind of limit on the law, so that it would be possible to keep. Jesus refused. Instead, he made it clear that loving our neighbor means making costly sacrifices for anyone in need, including our enemies.


By doing this, surely Jesus wanted us to see that this is a law we cannot keep. Who is able to offer such mercy to all his neighbors? If everyone is my neighbor, then how can I possibly love my neighbor the way God wants me to love? If we tried to do this out of our own selfish hearts, we would quickly get exhausted by people’s problems and grow to resent all the claims they place on our love. To quote again from Bach’s cantata on this biblical text: “Ah, there abides in my love / Naught but imperfection! / Though I often have the will / To accomplish God’s commandments, / It is not yet possible.”17


Whatever else the law may be able to do for us, it cannot make us love our neighbors, especially if God demands that we count our enemies among them. Here is how Kenneth Bailey summarizes the meaning of the parable: “I must become a neighbor to anyone in need. To fulfill the law means that I must reach out in costly compassion to all people, even to my enemies. The standard remains even though I can never fully achieve it. I cannot justify myself and earn eternal life.”18


The story of the good Samaritan is a law parable, therefore, that shows us how much we need the love God has for us in the gospel. The good news of the gospel is that through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God has loving grace for law-breaking sinners who are not good neighbors. As we read about the good Samaritan, we cannot help but be reminded of the saving work of Jesus Christ, who always practiced what he preached. The church has a long history of reading (and in some cases misreading) this parable as an allegory for the gospel. Augustine wrote, “The Lord Jesus Christ meant that he was the one who gave help to the man lying half-dead on the road, beaten and left by the robbers.” This interpretation goes too far, especially when it tries to make the details of the parable correspond with specific aspects of the gospel. For example, it is not clear that Augustine was right to say that Jesus meant the Samaritan’s oil and wine to stand for the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, or that the two denarii represent the Father and the Son, as Origen claimed. Nevertheless, this parable does bear witness to Jesus Christ. Is it surprising that the man who had such a profound understanding of what it means to be a good neighbor later became the ultimate neighbor when he died on the cross for our sins? 


Yet to say that Jesus is the good Samaritan, as many scholars and preachers have said, is to give him too little praise. For the mercy he has shown to us is far greater. When Jesus came to our aid to give us life, we were not merely dying but dead, dead in our trespasses and sins. Jesus came out of his way to help us, not just crossing the road, but traversing the infinite distance from heaven to earth. Furthermore, it took him more than a day or two of his time and a couple coins from his pocket to gain our salvation. It cost him the sufferings of earth, the blood of his body, and the agonies of his soul on the cross. Jesus traveled a much greater distance, to help people in much greater need, at much greater cost. He is equally committed to seeing our salvation through to the end, for he has promised to come back and carry us all the way to glory. As David Gooding has said: “We were not his neighbors nor he ours. But he chose by incarnation to come where we were; and in spite of the fact that human beings hounded him to a cross, he rescued us at his own expense, and has paid in advance the cost of completing our redemption and of perfecting us for unimaginable glory.”19


Now this Good Neighbor says, “You go, and do likewise” (Luke 10:37)—be a good Samaritan to the people you meet along life’s way. Who is the person that needs your help? Is it a child in your class, perhaps, or a colleague at work? Maybe it is a person in your neighborhood, or someone in the church who can never seem to get it together. Or perhaps it is someone in trouble halfway around the world. Do not make excuses, but accept the responsibility to be a good neighbor for Christ. Do not look away, but see what needs to be done. Do not cross over to the other side, but take the time to stop and help. Do not quit before the job is done, but by the grace of God, carry things all the way through. Do not do these things to gain eternal life, but because when you were beaten, bloodied, and left for dead, Jesus came and showed mercy to you. 
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 HAVING A MARY HEART IN A MARTHA WORLD

 
Luke 10:38–42


But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things, but one thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the good portion, which will not be taken away from her.” (Luke 10:41–42)


How will it all end? Will the late, great United States be destroyed by some unforeseen cataclysm? Will we collapse under the weight of our own decadence? Or will we simply fade away, going not with a bang, but with a whimper?


Consider another possibility: maybe it will all end in a blur. Living at hyper-speed, the images flicker ever more rapidly across the screens of our lives. Hyped up and supercharged, we live from one surge of adrenaline to the next. We are busier now than we were a year ago, and we will be even busier next year.1 According to James Gleick, we are witnessing “the acceleration of just about everything.”2 So maybe we will just keep moving faster and faster until, as we approach the speed of light, we suddenly disappear in a blur that smudges the cosmos. 


Where is the time in all of this to nurture the life of one’s soul? Because if there is one thing we cannot accelerate, it is our growth in godliness.3 How can our love for Jesus deepen without time away to read our Bibles, or to pray, or even to stop and think?






 

SISTER, SISTER

This struggle is not a new one. Even before the fastest culture ever, people were distracted from spiritual things. We see this in the story of two sisters who were close friends with Jesus Christ: “Now as they went on their way, Jesus entered a village. And a woman named Martha welcomed him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching” (Luke 10:38–39).


These two sisters had two very different personalities. Their charactertypes are not hard to recognize in women we know today. “Mary’s bent,” writes Joanna Weaver, “was to meander through life, pausing to smell the roses. Martha was more likely to pick the roses, quickly cut the stems at an angle, and arrange them in a vase with baby’s breath and ferns.”4 Not surprisingly, these two women had two distinct ways of serving God: Martha served him with her hands, while Mary served him with her mind and her heart. But both sisters wanted to honor God with true devotion to Jesus Christ. There were some problems with Martha’s attitude, as we shall see, but we do her an injustice if we fail to recognize the sincerity of her love for Jesus. Like Mary, this godly woman deserves our admiration.


Martha was the responsible one, the type who is always volunteering and always making sure that everything is done to her standards. She was one of the 20 percent who end up doing 80 percent of the work. And if there was one area where Martha excelled, it was in the gift of hospitality. Today people would call her “the hostess with the mostest.” Think Martha Stewart, with her panache for stylish homemaking.


As soon as Martha heard that Jesus was coming, perhaps with little warning, all her domestic instincts took over. She welcomed him into her home as an honored guest. Even as she offered him the best seat in the house, her mind was probably racing down her mental list of all the things that needed to be done for Jesus and his disciples. Any woman who has ever welcomed a special guest into her home knows all the things that needed to be done: cleaning, buying, chopping, cooking and baking, to say nothing of washing up. Everything had to be just right. Martha was the type to put place cards on the table, goat cheese in the salad, and wine with every place setting.


Martha was right to give this kind of welcome because hospitality is one of the noble virtues of godliness. “Seek to show hospitality” (Rom. 12:13), the Scripture says. “Show hospitality to one another without grumbling. As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace” (1 Peter 4:9–10). Martha used her gift of hospitality to serve others, and when she had the opportunity to do this work for Jesus, she wanted to shine. As the Son of God, he deserved the best welcome that she could give him. We know from other places in the Gospels that Jesus visited this home more than once. Could it be that Martha’s gracious hospitality was one of the things that drew him there?


While Martha was busy getting everything ready for dinner, Mary was also attending to Jesus—not in the kitchen, but in the living room. From the moment she heard that Jesus was coming, one thought had consumed her. Unlike Martha, this thought did not concern what she could do for Jesus, but what Jesus could do for her. He could teach her his word, drawing her deeper into a relationship with him.


Mary wanted to know Jesus, and as he taught, she was the very model of attention. Mary sat in the front row, right at Jesus’ feet. She did not want to miss a word; she wanted to hear everything her Teacher said. To sit at someone’s feet implies not only attention, but also submission. Mary was not standing up to confront Jesus, like the lawyer who asked what he had to do to inherit eternal life (Luke 10:25). Instead, she was sitting at his feet, ready to listen, ready to learn, and ready to believe. Mary shows us how attractive it is when a woman devotes herself to learning what Jesus says. She is a perfect example of the kind of listening Paul had in mind when he said, “Let a woman learn quietly with all submissiveness” (1 Tim. 2:11). The apostle is teaching submission, but like Jesus, he is also opening the door for women to learn theology. 


Mary’s posture seems all the more remarkable when we remember that in those days women were not exactly encouraged to become theologians. Somehow people had the idea that theology was mainly for men, but not for women, as if it were some kind of gender-specific specialty rather than what it actually is: the knowledge of God that everyone needs. Some rabbis permitted women to study the Torah, but forbade them to sit at their feet for formal instruction. Jesus not only permitted it; he positively encouraged it. To him it was as important to teach women the doctrines of discipleship as it was to teach the men. Sound theology helps us to know God, and of course women have as much need for this as men do.5 Every believer is called to grow in his or her understanding of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the teaching of the Bible, the doctrines of the Christian faith, and the way these truths apply to daily life. Mary reveled in her opportunity to do just that. While Martha was busy preparing a banquet, Mary was already having one—she was feasting on the word of Christ.






 

WHAT MARTHA THOUGHT

Unfortunately, this heartwarming scene of gracious hospitality and theological instruction was soon disturbed by the storm that was building in Martha’s heart. As Jesus went on teaching, Martha became increasingly agitated, until finally the storm cloud burst and the angry words came pouring out: “But Martha was distracted with much serving. And she went up to him and said, ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me’” (Luke 10:40).


There was nothing wrong with what Martha was doing, but there were some problems with her attitude. We should give them careful notice because these problems are all too common in people who work hard for the Lord. It is possible to serve the Lord, as Martha did, and yet do it in a very unattractive way.


Martha was guilty of at least three sins. One was distraction. As Luke tells us, she was “distracted with much serving.” Martha was guilty of inattention to the word of Christ. The primary meaning of the Greek verb for distraction (perispaō) is to be dragged away. This implies that Martha was doing or wanting to do one thing, but ended up getting pulled away from it. This is what it means to be distracted. First we are attracted to something, but then we get distracted, and our attention turns away. 


Martha had lost her focus, and it was her service, of all things, that distracted her attention away from Jesus. With her strong sense of duty, Martha had a long list of all the things she had to do. They were all things she wanted to do for Jesus, but she got so caught up in doing them that she lost sight of Jesus himself. Charles Spurgeon comments: “Her fault was not that she served. The condition of a servant well becomes every Christian. Her fault was that she grew ‘cumbered with much serving,’ so that she forgot him and only remembered the service.”6 Martha’s ministry was keeping her from Jesus.


How easy it is for us to get distracted, even when we are serving the Lord. We begin serving because we are attracted to Jesus and want to show him our love. So we get involved in helping children, or reaching out to the poor, or teaching the Bible, or some other form of Christian service. Our motivation is to honor God by loving our neighbors. But soon we get distracted by the problems we have in ministry, or even by the work of ministry itself. We have discipline problems in the classroom, and we forget why we ever wanted to work with children in the first place. Or we get so caught up in getting ready to teach others that we fail to listen to what God is saying to us in his Word. Sometimes we even forget to pray for God’s blessing, without which our service can accomplish nothing at all.


Distraction soon gives way to self-pity. The more Martha thought about all the things that had to be done—at least according to her own high standards for hospitality—the more overwhelmed she began to feel. As she continued slaving away in the kitchen, she began to feel sorry for herself. We know the feeling, because like Martha, we start sulking whenever we feel that we are the ones doing all of the work. We think more and more about how hard we are working; little by little, our feelings of self-pity take over. Soon we have stopped serving Jesus at all. We are serving ourselves, and thinking only about what our ministry is or is not doing for us. 


Self-pity inevitably gives rise to resentment. Martha did not stay feeling sorry for herself for long, however. Quickly she realized that there was someone else to blame—someone who wasn’t lifting a finger. It just wasn’t fair! Martha did not have to be doing all this work by herself; if only that lazy Mary would get back in the kitchen where she belonged! For if there was one thing that Martha hated, it was a slacker:


It was not of course that she did not enjoy his conversation: she would have enjoyed it as much as Mary; but she had very clear and very strong ideas on what things just had to be done when you were entertaining so important a guest as the Lord. If asked, she doubtless would have explained that true love is practical, and that work must be put before pleasure; and it was this that filled her with resentment when Mary left off working and went and sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his word. It meant that Mary was getting all the pleasure, and Martha was getting all the work, her own share and Mary’s as well. To Martha’s way of thinking, Mary was being selfish, unprincipled and unfair.7





In her resentment, Martha self-righteously assumed that her sister ought to be serving Jesus the same way that she was. This attitude is common in the church, especially among people who think they are working hard in Christian ministry. We assume that others should have the same priority that we have, and we look disapprovingly on their lack of commitment. Why isn’t anyone volunteering to help? Why aren’t more people supporting this ministry? Why don’t people notice what I am doing? Whether we are involved in children’s ministry, or adult discipleship, or mercy ministry, or missionary work, or some other form of Christian service, we resent it when people do not make our ministry their priority.


All of these sinful attitudes go together. First we get distracted. However much we say that we want to worship like Mary, our inner Martha keeps bossing us around, and we grow inattentive to Christ and his word.8 This makes us vulnerable to self-pity. Since we are no longer focusing on Jesus, we can only focus on ourselves. Our difficulties loom large, our work seems overwhelming, and we start to feel sorry for ourselves. Then in our frustration we look for other people to help us, and when they fail to meet our expectations, our resentment begins to burn. As Kent Hughes explains, “There is a tendency for people who are wound tight like Martha to give everything to their particular area of calling or interest and to allow that interest to so dominate their lives that they have little time to let God’s Word speak to them. Without the benefit of the Word, they adopt a mindset of narrowness, judgmentalism, or fault-finding. And eventually the creativity and vitality they once gave to their area of ministry sours.”9


This can happen very quickly. For Martha it happened during the time it took her to start preparing a meal. One minute she was welcoming Jesus into her home with joy; the next minute she was busy in the kitchen; the minute after that she was making a scene out in the living room.


Perhaps Martha tried banging on a few kitchen utensils and casting some dirty looks before she said anything, but if she did, of course it was useless because Mary only had ears and eyes for Jesus. By the time Martha spoke, her blood was on the boil. Out spilled all of her irritation, maybe even outrage. Indeed, she was almost as angry with Jesus as she was with Mary, because he was part of the problem! By letting her sit at his feet, Jesus was actually encouraging Mary to neglect her domestic duties. We can hear the tone of reproach in Martha’s words: “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to serve alone?” Then she presumed to tell Jesus what he should be doing: “Tell her then to help me” (Luke 10:40).


By this point Martha’s attitude was more than unattractive; it was ugly. She had stopped serving and started scolding. She interrupted Jesus and interfered with her sister’s relationship with her Savior. If she could, Martha would even usurp the place of God in Christ by telling Jesus what to do.


This is where the unattractive attitudes in our own service to Christ will lead. It may not seem all that serious to neglect the Word of God. At first we can hardly tell the difference it makes not to read our Bibles or to pray. But soon a subtle self-pity creeps in. Rather than rejoicing in the promises of God, we feel sorry for ourselves because of the difficulties we are facing. We are increasingly critical, finding fault with others for what they are doing or not doing for us. Before long we will be trying to tell God his business. This will all happen when in our service for Jesus we get distracted from Jesus. 






 

WHAT MARY CHOSE

How did Jesus respond to Martha’s complaint? Given everything she was doing to get dinner on the table, her request for a little help would seem more than reasonable. Jesus did not see it that way, however: “But the Lord answered her, ‘Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things’” (Luke 10:41). Or as the New English Bible expresses it, “you are fretting and fussing about so many things.”


Notice what Jesus did not do. He did not take sides. He did not send Mary back to the kitchen. Nor did he tell Martha that she ought to be more like her sister. He did not even tell her to stop doing what she was doing. This is because Jesus did not “disapprove of Martha’s activities as such, for they were also the outcome of love for Him and were meant to serve Him. It is her wrong attitude as revealed in her condemnation of Mary and her dissatisfaction with Himself that had to be set right and rebuked.”10 The issue was not who was doing what, but what kind of relationship Martha had with Jesus, and what kind of relationship she needed to have.


It is important in all this to see that Jesus loved Martha as much as he loved Mary. He loved Mary by protecting her time with him and praising her choice to sit at his feet. But he also loved Martha. We know this because the apostle John says so in as many words (John 11:5), and also because of the way that Jesus spoke to her. “Martha, Martha,” he said, calling her back to attention. It was out of love for Martha that Jesus gently rebuked her. He did this by identifying the sin in Martha’s heart; he exposed her underlying idolatry. The Bible tells us not to be anxious about anything (Phil. 4:6), but Martha was anxious about almost everything. She had a to-do list as long as her arm. She did not know how to let some things go, and she did not know how to stop worrying about all the things she could not get done, or that she could not get done according to the unreasonable standards of her own perfection. Kent Hughes comments: “Martha’s self-appointed responsibilities distracted her from what mattered most. So it is with us. The self-imposed necessities of ministry smother us, and serving becomes drudgery.”11


Martha’s rebuke shows that behind all our self-pity and resentment are the worries of an anxious heart. Knowing this helps us know how to preach ourselves the gospel. When we find that we are feeling sorry for ourselves because we have suffered a setback, or that we are snapping at people over little things, we need to ask ourselves what we are really worried about. Then we need to recall the promises of God that speak to our anxieties. If we are worried that we will not get what we need, we need to remember God’s promise to provide. If we are worried what people will think, we need to remember God’s promise to accept us in Jesus Christ. If we are worried about will happen or will not happen in the future, we need to remember God’s promise to love us to the very end. Behind every unattractive attitude in the distracted heart there is an ungodly anxiety, and for every anxiety God has a promise in the gospel.


After showing Martha what was really in her heart, Jesus crumpled up her to-do list, so to speak, and said, “One thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the good portion, which will not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:42). Martha had a whole list of things she thought were necessary; Jesus said there was only one. But what, exactly, was the one and only necessary thing?


This question has caused a fair amount of consternation, because Jesus never says. He does not define the one thing that is necessary for the life of discipleship. Instead, he points to Mary’s example. Rather than giving us a proposition, he shows us a picture. What is necessary is to sit at Jesus’ feet, the way that Mary did, and listen to what he says, and in this way come to know Jesus for sure. This picture shows us Mary’s devotion to Christ, specifically her commitment to his teaching. Mary loved Jesus and his Word.


Some scholars emphasize the context for these words. Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem and the cross. Time was short. So Martha did not need to make a fuss over his meals. Dinner could wait. What Martha really needed to do was to sit down and listen to some of the last important things that Jesus had to say.


What Jesus said about the one needful thing also has a wider application. There is only one thing that is necessary for any of us. It is not anything that we can ever do for God. This was Martha’s mistake. She thought that what was really important was her service for God. Yet our service for God can never be necessary in the absolute sense, because he does not need us at all. As the apostle Paul said, God is not “served by human hands, as though he needed anything” (Acts 17:25). God can do perfectly well without our service. But we, on the other hand, are in desperate need of him. Therefore, what is necessary for every Mary or Martha is not to serve Jesus, but to be served by him.


To be more specific, the one thing necessary is to receive the Word of God through the ministry of Jesus Christ. It is by this Word that God gives us the saving knowledge of his Son. The one thing that is truly necessary for us, therefore, is to hear what Jesus has to say about the way of salvation:


Amid all life’s duties and necessities there is one supreme necessity which must always be given priority, and which, if circumstances compel us to choose, must be chosen to the exclusion of all others. That supreme necessity is to sit at the Lord’s feet and listen to his word. It must be so. If there is a Creator at all, and that Creator is prepared to visit us and speak to us as in his incarnation he visited and spoke to Martha and Mary, then obviously it is our first duty as his creatures, as it ought to be our highest pleasure, to sit at his feet and listen to what he says.12





With this in mind, Jesus told Martha that her sister had made the right decision: “Mary has chosen the good portion, which will not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:42). This expression fits the context perfectly, because the Greek word for portion (merida) often refers to a meal. While Martha was preparing one meal, Mary was having another, better one. She was feeding on the Living Word.


Strictly speaking, Jesus did not say that Mary chose something better, but simply that she chose “the good portion.” Nevertheless, he still seems to be making a comparison. It is good to serve the Lord, as Martha did, but better still to love him and learn from him. To be sure, practical service has its place in the Christian life. Jesus values our service; more than that, he demands it. In fact, as Mary sat listening to Jesus she may well have heard him say something about serving God by serving others. But what we do for Jesus is not the heart of our relationship with him. He prizes our friendship and our fellowship more highly than all our service. He wants us to be with him and to know him. He wants us to give ourselves to him, just as he gives himself to us. The good portion is Jesus himself. 






 

DOING MARTHA’S WORK WITH MARY’S HEART


What portion are you choosing? The story of Mary and Martha confronts us with a choice. It may not be the choice that we usually have in mind, however. Some people see it as a choice between two different ways of living: the active life and the contemplative life. Thus there are two kinds of Christians in the world: the Mary Christians and the Martha Christians, the listeners and the doers. The Marthas are the ones who do most of the work. They volunteer a lot, and usually end up running a ministry. The Marys lead a more thoughtful existence. They are the ones who start the prayer groups and set up the monasteries.


There is some truth in all of this because Mary and Martha represent such familiar personality types. We have all known our Marys and Marthas in the church (especially the Marthas). But we do not have to choose one of these personalities as a Christian lifestyle. After all, every Martha needs a prayer life, and every Mary is called to serve. Nor do we need to think that a contemplative life is superior to an active one. Jesus loved both Mary and Martha, and he loves the Mary and Martha in all of us.


Others see the story of Mary and Martha as a choice between two different duties. One duty is to serve God in practical ways like Martha, and the other duty is to spend time alone with God in prayer and Bible study. Martha’s problem, then, was that she chose the wrong duty. Here is how one commentator explains the choice:


We cannot do everything; there is not enough time. Like Mary, therefore, we shall have to choose and choose very deliberately. Life’s affairs will not automatically sort themselves into a true order of priorities. If we do not consciously insist on making “sitting at the Lord’s feet and listening to his word” our number one necessity, a thousand and one other things and duties, all claiming to be prior necessities, will tyrannize our time and energies and rob us of the “good part” in life.13





This is closer to the truth, but still needs some correction. We do need to make the time and take the time to be with Jesus, not only by worshiping with other believers, but also by spending our own private time in God’s Word. One of the main lessons of this story is: “Don’t be so distracted and concerned about doing good that you neglect what is most important, namely, to sit at the feet of Jesus and hear the Word of God.”14 However, we need to think about this the right way. Our quiet time with Christ is not another item on our to-do list—yet one more thing that we have to do for Jesus; rather, it is an opportunity for him to do something for us. Remember what is necessary: not something we do for Jesus, but something he wants to do for us as we listen to him. Do you see the difference? When the Marthas read this story, we usually think we need to add another duty to the list: time with Jesus. We do need time with Jesus, of course, but not if we think of that time as fulfilling our religious obligation. Jesus is not asking for something more from us; he is asking for less, so that he can give us more of himself.


When we make this kind of time for Jesus—quality time to meet him in his Word and through prayer—we are choosing the good portion. Jesus is the perfect antidote for all the unattractive attitudes that poison our service when we turn our attention away from him. His gospel is the cure for our distraction, as we are drawn to the beauty of his grace. His peace is the cure for our anxiety, as we trust him through the worries of life. His love is the cure for our self-pity, as we forget ourselves in serving others for his sake. His mercy is the cure for our resentment, as we offer others the same forgiveness that Jesus has given to us. This is the good portion that God offers to Marys and Marthas everywhere: Jesus himself, in all his grace. What we gain in knowing Jesus cannot be taken away from us, any more than Martha could take away Mary’s golden opportunity to sit at her Master’s feet.


Happily, we do not have to choose being with Jesus to the exclusion of serving him. God has given us the time to do everything he has truly called us to do, including spending some of our time in private communion with Christ. But he has also given us his Holy Spirit, and this means that we can commune with Christ in our daily activities. Part of Martha’s problem was that she could not serve in the kitchen and be with Jesus in the living room at the same time. But we can. Through the inward work of the Holy Spirit, who makes Christ to live in us by faith, we can pray and listen to Jesus right in the middle of all our activities—even in the kitchen. As much as we need time away with Jesus, we also need to know his presence when we are with others, and when we are busy with our work. The Holy Spirit makes this a reality in the Christian life. By his ministry we can have a Mary heart in a Martha world, offering Martha’s kind of service with Mary’s attention to Jesus.15


One Christian who learned to do this well was the French monk Nicholas Herman, better known as Brother Lawrence. Brother Lawrence made it his ambition to “do everything for the love of God, and with prayer.” He found this hard to accomplish in the busy life of his daily routine. There were so many distractions, especially when he served in the kitchen. But eventually Brother Lawrence learned to meet with Christ in the kitchen as much as anywhere else. He said: “The time of business does not with me differ from the time of prayer, and in the noise and clatter of my kitchen, while several persons are at the same time calling for different things, I possess God in as great tranquility as if I were upon my knees.”16 Brother Lawrence learned this not so much by doing something different, but by doing what he always did in a different way—doing it for Jesus instead of for himself.


The best examples of this kind of spiritual repose are Mary and her sister Martha. We must include Martha because she was listening when Jesus gave her his kind rebuke. We know this because of what happened later when the two sisters were grief-stricken at the death of their brother Lazarus. Their house was full of guests. Doubtless Martha was concerned to be a gracious hostess, even through her tears. But when she heard that Jesus was coming, she knew that only one thing was necessary. So she abandoned all her guests and ran outside the village to meet her Lord.


Martha was still Martha, however, and we can hear the reproach in her first words to Jesus: “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died” (John 11:21). Yet even these words were spoken in faith, because Martha went on to affirm her trust in Jesus and his resurrection power. She had learned to know Jesus, and even in her disappointment with him she could not bring herself to deny what she knew to be true about his grace. When he asked if she believed that he is the resurrection and the life, she made one of the first great confessions of the Christian faith: “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming into the world” (John 11:27). Martha got it. When the crisis came and she had to look death in the eye, her theology did not let her down. When she was in the living room with Jesus, she learned what was most necessary of all: not anything that she could ever do for God, but what God was doing for her through Jesus Christ.


And what of Mary? She also listened to what Jesus was saying, and while sitting at his feet, she learned something that nearly all of the other disciples missed: Jesus was going to suffer and die. Then, out of the extravagance of her love, she responded to this awful news by anointing Jesus with sweet perfume, preparing him for burial (John 12:1–8).


We may even say that these two sisters were the first disciples to believe the gospel. Mary believed in the cross, even before the crucifixion, whereas Martha believed in the power of the resurrection. They believed these things because they both did the one thing that is needed, which is to listen to Jesus with the full attention of a loving heart.
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 WHEN YOU PRAY

Luke 11:1–4


Now Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” (Luke 11:1)


We believe in the power of prayer. We believe that the living God hears us when we cry out to him in the name of Jesus Christ. We believe that the “effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much” (James 5:16 KJV). We believe that whatever we ask in prayer we will receive, if we have faith (Matt. 21:22). We believe that, as Martyn Lloyd-Jones once said, prayer is “the highest activity of the human soul.”1 We believe that secret, fervent, believing prayer is at the heart of all personal godliness. We believe that the neglect of prayer can only lead to ruin. But have we learned to pray the way that Jesus prayed?






 

JESUS PRAYS


Usually we think of the life of Christ as a series of miracles, parables, and personal conversations, culminating in the events of his passion, and occasionally interrupted by seasons of prayer. But we could just as well see his life the other way around: as a series of private prayer times, interspersed with the ordinary events of his daily ministry. Jesus Christ was a great man of prayer. 


Nowhere is this made clearer than in the Gospel of Luke, which records nearly a dozen prayer times, including many that are mentioned nowhere else in the Gospels. As he tells the gospel story, Luke portrays Jesus as praying his way from Galilee up to Jerusalem and the cross. He usually mentions these prayer times in passing, so it would be easy to miss this theme in his Gospel. But when we take careful notice of all the times when Jesus (and others) went to pray, the cumulative effect is impressive. Luke wanted to show that faithful intercession is essential to the life of godliness.


The first example comes in connection with Jesus’ baptism, which marked his formal entrance into public ministry. Luke tells us that when Jesus “had been baptized and was praying,” the Holy Spirit descended like a dove and God the Son received the blessing of his Father (Luke 3:21–22). Luke also tells us that as his popularity began to grow, and great crowds gathered to hear him and be healed, Jesus “would withdraw to desolate places and pray” (Luke 5:16). Luke tells us further that when Jesus was about to choose his twelve disciples, “he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued in prayer to God” (Luke 6:12). Jesus prayed early and often; on occasion, he prayed for a good long time.


After Jesus fed the five thousand, he was alone with God in prayer once again (Luke 9:18). Maybe he was praying for his disciples, because on this occasion Peter confessed him as the Christ. Eight days later, Jesus went out to pray again, and this time he took three of his disciples with him. While they were saying their prayers, the Spirit came down to glorify Jesus, and the disciples saw him transfigured in radiant splendor (Luke 9:28–29). Jesus prayed again—rejoicing in the Spirit and giving thanks to the Father—when the seventy-two came back from their first gospel mission (Luke 10:21–22). It seems that whenever anything of major importance happened in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, it was surrounded by prayer.


As we come to the beginning of chapter 11, we find Jesus at prayer once again: “Now Jesus was praying in a certain place” (Luke 11:1). With these words, we are reminded of all the times that Jesus went to pray, and of everything we learn from this example. We learn the necessity of regular prayer. If Jesus took the time to talk things over with his Father, how much more are we in need of time away with God in prayer? If we want to follow God in the way of obedience and fulfill our true mission in life, as Jesus did, we need to lead the same life of prayer. 


Jesus also teaches us the power of prayer. Through prayer Jesus received the Holy Spirit, with wisdom for teaching and the power to do miracles. Through prayer Jesus made disciples, choosing the twelve. Through prayer Jesus did the work of evangelism, calling people to trust him as the Christ. Through prayer Jesus glorified God, and was glorified by him. Through prayer he carried forward the missionary work of the gospel. Therefore, if we want to see God work powerfully to change people’s lives through our own teaching, discipleship, and missionary evangelism, we need to spend time with him in prayer. We will accomplish as much or more by praying than by all our doing.


The disciples were beginning to learn this lesson by watching Jesus pray, and they wanted to experience it for themselves. So when Jesus finished praying, “one of his disciples said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples’” (Luke 11:1). It was common practice in those days for rabbis to teach their followers a specific form of prayer. Apparently, John the Baptist had done this for his disciples, although his prayer is not recorded in Scripture. Now the disciples wanted Jesus to do the same thing for them. They were in awe of his prayer life, and they wanted to know the secret of closer communion with God. Thus they asked Jesus how to pray.


This request fits the movement of Luke’s Gospel. The story of Mary and Martha showed the supreme necessity of knowing God through the teaching of his Son. But there is another side to this. We need to speak to God as well as listen to him, and here Jesus shows us how. The disciples’ request also fits their own spiritual need. They were still learning to follow Jesus, and they were only just beginning to learn how to pray. Although they came from a praying people, they had never seen anyone pray like this. In Jesus they saw a unique passion for prayer, with unusual zeal and unprecedented intimacy. When they saw this, they wanted it for themselves.


We should eagerly desire the same kind of prayer life for ourselves. J. I. Packer wrote, “Prayer is the spiritual measure of men and women in a way that nothing else is, so that how we pray is as important a question as we can ever face.”2 Like the disciples, we have only just begun to learn how to pray. We need to go deeper. But to do this, we need someone to show us how. Therefore, we come to Jesus with the same request his disciples made: “Lord, teach us to pray.” 






 

DIFFERENT VERSIONS, SAME PRAYER

How did Jesus answer this all-important question? With surprising simplicity. Jesus said, “When you pray, say: ‘Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come. Give us each day our daily bread, and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us. And lead us not into temptation’” (Luke 11:2–4).


Anyone who knows the Lord’s Prayer will notice immediately that there seems to be something wrong with this prayer. It does not sound quite right. The prayer is similar to what we have heard before, but its cadence is different. This is because there are two different versions of the Lord’s Prayer—one in Matthew and one in Luke. Since the one from Matthew is much more familiar (see Matt. 6:9–13), the differences in Luke are all the more conspicuous. What are some of these differences?


Matthew’s version begins with “Our Father in heaven,” whereas in Luke Jesus simply says, “Father.” Both prayers continue with “hallowed be your name” and “your kingdom come,” but then Matthew includes a petition that Luke omits: “your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10). What the prayer says about daily bread is the same in both Gospels, but the wording of the confession is slightly different. In Matthew Jesus says, “forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors” (Matt. 6:12), but in Luke he says, “forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us” (Luke 11:4). The sense is similar, but the wording is different. Then, after the petition about temptation, Matthew adds a line we do not find in Luke: “but deliver us from the evil one” (Matt. 6:13). There is one final point of agreement between the two prayers, but this too may come as a surprise. Neither prayer ends with the famous doxology of the early church, which was largely taken from one of David’s ancient prayers: “For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever. Amen” (Matt. 6:13b KJV; cf. 1 Chron. 29:11).3


Although some of these variations are significant, we do not need to be troubled by them, for the prayer is substantially the same in both Gospels. Even Matthew’s two “extra” petitions are virtually entailed by other petitions that Luke does include. To pray for God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven is another way of praying for his kingdom to come. And it is in temptation most of all that we need God to deliver us from evil. The Bible may give us two different versions, but they are different versions of the same prayer.


Nevertheless, some people are troubled by the differences. They want to know which prayer is the “real” Lord’s Prayer. In fact, some people go so far as to see the differences as errors or contradictions. Either Luke included the wrong prayer in his Gospel, they say, or Matthew tried to improve on Luke by expanding his prayer.


The answer, of course, is that Jesus taught his disciples to pray on at least two occasions. The prayers that he gave were substantially the same, but not identical. This is hardly surprising. Good teachers often repeat what they say, but they rarely say it exactly the same way twice. Sometimes they give the same message to a new audience, like a preacher who delivers the same sermon in two different worship services. But sometimes teachers give the same message to the same audience, especially if what they have to say is important, or if they are not sure their students understood them the first time. The disciples, of all people, needed this kind of repetition. They understood almost nothing the first time they heard it, and Jesus needed to tell them many things again and again. It is hardly surprising that he should speak to them more than once on such an important subject as prayer, or that his disciples would ask him to teach them again something he had taught them before.


Clearly Matthew and Luke wrote about two different episodes. In Matthew Jesus teaches the Lord’s Prayer in Galilee, as part of his Sermon on the Mount. As Jesus taught his disciples a new way to live, he showed them the difference between making a big show of praying in public, as some religious leaders did, or babbling on and on like pagans, and the simplicity of true Christian prayer. The prayer that Luke records comes later in Jesus’ ministry, and in a different context. Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem, and after he stopped to pray, one of his disciples asked for further instruction in the fine art of intercession. By way of reminder, Jesus taught him a briefer form of the same prayer that he had once taught on the mountain. 


Far from causing any difficulty, the differences between these two prayers teach us something important about the Lord’s Prayer. Christians often recite the Lord’s Prayer verbatim. It is good for Christians to use the very words of Jesus when they pray, especially in public or family worship. Cyprian was right when he asked, “What prayer can have greater power with the Father than that which came from the lips of the Son?”4 Calvin agreed with this logic and included the Lord’s Prayer in his Genevan liturgy, as many other churches have done all over the world. This is not the only way to pray the Lord’s Prayer, however. The variations between Matthew and Luke show that Jesus was giving us a normative pattern for prayer, but not a rigid form. The Lord’s Prayer is a model, not a mantra. The important thing is not using the exact words that Jesus uttered, but following the same structure and incorporating the same themes into our own life of prayer.






 

GOD OUR FATHER

The prayer in Matthew is the one that people generally use for worship, probably because it is a little longer, but the prayer in Luke is also worthy of our study. It teaches us how to pray in the fewest possible words. As Matthew Henry once said, this prayer is at the same time “remarkably concise and yet vastly comprehensive.”5


The Lord’s Prayer has two movements. The first goes in the direction of God: “Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come” (Luke 11:2). We address God as our Father, praying for the honor of his name and the coming of his kingdom. This is where we should always begin in prayer: with the power and the glory of God. The Lord’s Prayer teaches us to offer God-centered prayer. First things first: we need to begin by praising God for who he is and what he is doing. Only then do we tell God about the things that we need: daily bread, the forgiveness of sins, and deliverance from evil. Thus in the second movement of the Lord’s Prayer we turn from the majesty of God to the needs of his people—from the vertical to the horizontal. 


Each part of the Lord’s Prayer is important, starting with the form of address: “Father.” We are so used to talking to God this way that we forget that this was a radical new way to pray. The people of the Old Testament had many names and titles for God, but rarely addressed him directly as “Father” when they prayed (Isa. 63:16 is the notable exception.) Even though he was the Father of his people Israel, the Israelites did not address God in personal terms, or speak to him the way that children speak to their father. This was a revolutionary new development in the history of prayer.


Jesus taught his disciples to pray this way because it was the way that he prayed. Every time Jesus spoke to God in heaven, he called him “Father.” The only exception proves the rule. As Jesus endured the agonies of the cross, there was a time when he suffered the full weight of God’s wrath against our sin. At the time when he knew that he was separated from the Father by the curse of our sin, he cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). But at every other moment of his life on earth, Jesus knew the joy of God’s presence and called him “Father.” This was even true of his final moments on the cross, when by faith he said, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” (Luke 23:46).


No one had ever spoken to God this way before. When Jesus used this form of address, he was lifting the veil on the mystery of the Trinity. There is only one God, and this one God exists in three persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The relationships among the three persons of the Godhead are eternal relationships. So even when the Second Person of the Trinity became a man, he continued to know the First Person of the Trinity the way that he had always known him, as the Father of the Son. Therefore, it was perfectly natural for him to call God his “Father.”


What is surprising is that Jesus invites us to pray the same way. When we pray, we repeat the form of address that our Savior used and call God “Father.” We speak to him “in just such a familiar, trusting way as a child would with his father.”6 The Bible says that when we believe in Jesus Christ, God gives us “the right to become children of God” (John 1:12). Then, to help us know that we really are his children, God sends us the Holy Spirit, and part of the Spirit’s work is to help us pray as children to a Father. The Scripture says, “you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom. 8:15–16). With the help of the Spirit, and through faith in the Son, we pray to God as our Father, coming to him as loving sons and daughters. 


Have you learned to call God your Father through faith in Jesus Christ? This is hard for some people to do, especially people whose fathers have done them harm. One young woman with an abusive father had tremendous difficulty understanding what it meant to know God as her loving Father. One of her girlfriends pointed to the example of a father they both knew. “Have you ever seen the way his daughter runs into his arms?” she asked. “Yes,” the woman said, “I have seen it; but I can’t even bear to look.”


How can someone with such a background ever learn to call God Father? Or what about orphans, who never had a father at all? Fortunately, we do not know God as Father by looking at earthly fathers in all their sin, although in the best of fathers we may catch an occasional glimpse of the fatherhood of God. Nor do we know God as Father by viewing him through the lens of our own family experience, although that always has an influence on our spiritual life. No, we come to know God as Father by seeing him in the Scriptures. There we learn that he is the ideal Father, who cares for his children, who listens to us, who understands what we need, who loves us with an everlasting love, and who always knows what is truly best for us.


It is on the basis of God’s love for us as our Father that we come to him in prayer. The opening word of the Lord’s Prayer governs everything that follows. When we pray for God’s name to be hallowed, we are seeking our Father’s honor. When we pray for his kingdom to come, we are praying for the establishment of our Father’s authority. When we pray for our daily bread, we are asking our Father to meet our needs. When we pray for forgiveness, we are asking our Father to show us mercy. When we pray against temptation, we are asking our Father to keep us safe. As we bring each of these petitions before the throne of grace, we are praying to God as our loving Father, who loves to do what we ask in his name. 






 

TWO PETITIONS FOR GOD

The first petition of the Lord’s Prayer in Luke is for God’s name to be hallowed. God’s name is much more than a title. In biblical usage, the name of God refers to all that God is. For example, when King David says, “we trust in the name of the Lord our God” (Ps. 20:7), he is not putting his confidence in a particular combination of Hebrew letters. On the contrary, he is trusting God himself, in all his glory and grace. God’s name represents who God is.


When we pray for God’s name to be hallowed, therefore, or “made holy,” we are acknowledging the purity of his eternal being. We are declaring that God’s character is set apart from sin, that his attributes are absolute in their perfection. We are also praying for God to display his holiness. We are not praying for him to become holy, as if he could ever be any holier than he already is, but that he would be known to be holy. “Hallowed be your name” is a petition that pertains to God’s reputation. It is a prayer that God would be known to be God, in all his holiness.


We offer this prayer first of all for ourselves, asking that our lives would demonstrate God’s holiness. This means being careful not to dishonor God’s name by using it in a profane or casual way. More than that, it means treating everything that pertains to God with complete seriousness. It means listening to what he says in his Word. It means showing reverence for him in worship. It means living with the kind of personal purity that is in keeping with his character. When we ask God to hallow his name, we are praying that he would enable us to obey the words of Peter, when he said: “in your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy” (1 Peter 3:15).


We make the same petition for others, asking that our family and friends, our church and our community, our nation and indeed the entire world would know the holiness of our God. This petition, writes Norval Geldenhuys, “is that God should so work inwardly upon the one who prays, and upon all others, that they shall recognize Him in His Self-revelation and serve Him as the Holy One—that they should render to Him, the divine Father, all honor and adoration and should love and obey Him with their whole heart.”7 When you pray, begin by honoring God’s holy name. 


After praying for God’s reputation, we then pray for his rule: “Your kingdom come” (Luke 11:2). Jesus had been preaching about the kingdom of God since the beginning of his public ministry. Here in the second petition he teaches his disciples to pray for its coming.


The kingdom of God is not a nation-state, a system of government, or a geographic region on a political map. Very simply, God’s kingdom is God’s rule. It is the sovereign administration of his authority over creation, over his enemies, and over the people who honor him as their King. Thus the second petition is a prayer for the glory of God. To pray for the kingdom is to pray for God’s glorious rule to bring all things under its control. We pray this first of all for ourselves, asking God to reign in our hearts by faith. We ask God to help us do things his way, not our way. We want to obey his royal commands and serve his royal will.


We pray the same thing for our families, asking that our homes would be outposts of the kingdom—places where God’s divine dominion is acknowledged in our household prayers, our mutual service, and the ordinary routines of daily life. We pray this for our churches, asking God to conform our lives and relationships to the gospel. We pray this for our city, asking that it would become a community where strangers become neighbors, the poor receive protection, the weak are defended, business prospers, and the arts flourish to the glory of God. We pray this for our nation, asking that truth and sacrifice would prevail over selfishness and greed. Then we pray this for our world, asking that one day very soon Jesus would return to set everything right.






 

THREE PETITIONS FOR US

Once we have prayed for the holiness and the kingdom of our Father God, we are ready to pray for our own needs. The order is important: God comes first, giving the vertical priority over the horizontal. Yet there is still a place for our own concerns—a secondary place, but a place nonetheless. As Tertullian observed, “Divine Wisdom arranged the order of this prayer with exquisite choice. After the matters that pertain to heaven—that is, after the name of God, the will of God and the kingdom of God—it should make a place for a petition for our earthly needs too!”8 Thus in the last three petitions we ask God for daily provision, daily pardon, and daily protection. 


Ordinarily we would think of these as personal needs. In this context, however, they are also presented as communal needs. The last three petitions are prayed in the first person plural. We are not praying for ourselves as individuals, but for ourselves as a church. The Lord’s Prayer is a family prayer for the people of God, a corporate prayer for the covenant community. Although we may certainly use it in our own personal prayer times, Jesus gave us this prayer to offer with and for one another.


First we pray for our daily bread. Scholars have long debated the precise meaning of the term “daily” (epiousion) in the original Greek. Does it refer to the bread I need today, or the bread I will need for tomorrow—the coming day? Either way, the petition teaches us to live day by day, asking God for what we need from one day to the next.


By teaching us to pray this way, Jesus is calling us to daily, ongoing dependence on our Father in heaven. We are inclined to trust our own ability to provide for our daily needs, and thus to take what God gives us for granted. But even the food we buy with money we earn is a gift from God. The only reason we have our daily bread is that God is good and faithful in providing it. To make sure we know where this bread comes from, Jesus teaches us to ask God for it. Ordinarily God answers this prayer through earthly means, including our own diligent labors. But even when we buy the bread, God is the one who puts it on the table. Our Father cares for our earthly needs.


In this petition Jesus is also teaching us that our true needs are few. All we really need is bread, a basic necessity. Jesus did not tell us to pray for a chocolate éclair. What he has taught us to pray for every day (and what he has promised to provide) is bread. This implies that we should be content with what God provides—even if he provides only the bare necessities of life—and not crave what God has not promised to give. This does not mean that we can never pray for anything that goes beyond our daily bread. Out of the abundance of his grace, God often gives us even greater gifts, and we may pray for many good things in life. But the Lord’s Prayer teaches us to know the difference between our needs and our “greeds.” In the daily life of prayer, our main petition is for things we truly need. 


As much as our Father cares for our physical needs, he cares even more for our spiritual needs. Jesus put these two kinds of needs in their proper proportions, giving us only one petition for the body, but two for the soul.


After we ask God for our daily bread, we beg his forgiveness for our sins. This is how we must always come to God: not confident of our own righteousness, but pleading for his mercy and grace. The Lord’s Prayer is a sinner’s prayer, in which we acknowledge that we are unworthy sinners before a holy God. This is something we need to acknowledge every day. Just as we ask for daily provision, so also we need to ask for daily pardon. The confession of sin is an ongoing part of our relationship with God. Our sins are forgiven through Christ’s death on the cross. Now, whenever we sin, as we continue to do, we can claim God’s forgiveness in Jesus’ name. As Martin Luther frequently and famously said, the whole Christian life is one of repentance.


Like the prayer in Matthew, the Lord’s Prayer in Luke makes a connection between the forgiveness we receive and the forgiveness we offer: “Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone who is indebted to us” (Luke 11:4; cf. Matt. 6:12). The connection almost seems to be a condition, but it is really presented as an assertion: as the children of God, we forgive people who owe us something because of their sin.


This petition plainly acknowledges the sinfulness of sin—not just our own sin, but also the sins of others. When people do us wrong, they put themselves in our debt. The same is true of our own sin against God: it deserves to be punished. We owe God the penalty for our rebellion, which is eternal death. But God has mercy for sinners. He is willing to cancel our debt if only we will come to him in faith and repentance. One of the strongest proofs that we have received such forgiveness from our Father is our own commitment to forgiving others, no matter what they have done. It is simply a fact: the children of God forgive their debtors. By forgiving our debtors, therefore, we show our family resemblance to our Father in heaven.


Who is your debtor? What person has done you wrong? If we refuse to forgive, our hearts must not be right with God. The forgiven forgive, and thus our refusal to forgive shows that we do not understand the grace of God. Anyone who is sincere in praying the Lord’s Prayer must be willing to offer forgiveness to others. This does not mean that God’s forgiveness is based on our forgiveness. As Leon Morris has explained, the Lord’s Prayer “does not make a human action, the forgiveness of others, the ground of forgiveness. The New Testament is clear that forgiveness springs from the grace of God and not from any human merit. Rather the thought moves from the lesser to the greater: since even sinful men like us forgive, we can confidently approach a merciful God.”9


We confess our sins because we keep on sinning, but it would be better if we did not sin at all. Therefore the Lord’s Prayer ends with the prayer that God would “lead us not into temptation” (Luke 11:4). This petition does not imply that God is ever the one who tempts us. The Bible warns us never to say that God is tempting us, “for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one” (James 1:13). Whenever we are tempted, therefore, it is by the wicked allure of our own sinful desire. But God is able to protect us in the time of temptation, and even to keep us away from a particular temptation entirely, which is what we are asking when we pray the Lord’s Prayer.


Frankly, sometimes we enjoy being tempted—almost as much as we enjoy giving in. One advertisement for Jaguar automobiles preyed upon this weakness in our fallen nature. After listing the traditional “Seven Deadly Sins” of lust, greed, pride, sloth, envy, wrath, and gluttony, the brochure read, “Prepare to shift effortlessly from temptation to exhilaration. The all-new XJ8L—where will it lead you? Can you resist?” When it comes to our temptations, all too often the answer is “No, I feel powerless to resist.” Therefore, we need to pray this last petition every day.


The Bible teaches that when we are tempted, God always provides a way of escape (1 Cor. 10:13). It also teaches that God can use the trial of our temptation for spiritual good (James 1:2–3). But when we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we make a frank acknowledgment of our spiritual weakness. Even if we always have a way of escape, it is safer for sinners like us not to be tempted at all. So in the Lord’s Prayer we ask God to lead us away from temptation.






 

THE LORD’S PRAYER

This, then, is the way that Jesus taught us to pray. We begin with our Father God, asking him to enhance his reputation and extend his rule. Then we turn to our own needs, asking God for daily provision, daily pardon, and daily protection.


When we pray this way, we are standing against the prevailing values of our fallen world. In a culture that is increasingly secular and profane, we pray for holiness. In a culture where people want to promote their own agendas, we pray for the kingdom of God. In a culture that fosters its independence and lives for its luxuries, we trust God for daily bread. In a culture that is convinced of its own righteousness, we beg forgiveness. In a culture that revels in its temptations, we ask God to lead us away.


Most Christians call this countercultural form of intercession the Lord’s Prayer because it was given by Jesus Christ, our Lord. But there is another reason to call it his prayer, which is that Jesus himself is the answer to every one of its petitions. We pray to God as our Father, but we can do this only through the saving work of His Son. As Jesus said, “No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6), and this principle applies to prayer as much as it applies to any part of the Christian life.


When we pray to our Father, first we pray for his name to be made holy. This prayer is answered in Jesus Christ, “the Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24). It is also answered in us by the powerful sanctifying work of God’s Spirit, who makes us holy like Christ. As Christians, we now bear the name of Christ. God is thus known to be holy through us—of all people—as we are conformed to the holiness of Christ.


When we pray for God’s kingdom to come, we are praying for the kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus told his disciples, “the kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (Luke 17:21). He said this because he is the King, and where the King is, the kingdom is. Christ’s kingdom has been established through his death and resurrection, and soon it will come into its full dominion at his second coming. Jesus is the answer to all our prayers for the kingdom of God.


Next we pray for our daily bread, and this prayer is answered in Jesus as well, because he said, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh” (John 6:51). Our daily physical bread points to the eternal spiritual bread that we have in Christ. Then, rather obviously, Jesus is the answer to our prayer for forgiveness, because it is only through his atoning work on the cross that we can ever be forgiven. What about temptation? Jesus himself resisted all the temptations of the devil, and now he is able to help us in our time of trial. We are delivered from temptation by trusting in Christ. 


The Lord’s Prayer is a gospel prayer that finds its answer in Jesus Christ. Jesus taught us to pray this way so that we would know how to talk with our Father and also so that we would know how to walk with him as the Son. When we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we are not simply learning a prayer that Jesus taught his disciples a long time ago, but a prayer that God is ready to answer for us through the saving work of his Son.
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 BOLDLY PERSEVERING IN PRAYER

Luke 11:5–13


“And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.” (Luke 11:9–10)


I have just two words for anyone who needs help from me in the middle of the night: Good luck! For it is only with the greatest difficulty that anyone can rouse me from what Shakespeare famously described as the sleep that “knits the raveled sleeve of care.”1


Whenever we have had a newborn baby in the house, people from church have thoughtfully inquired as to whether or not I am getting enough sleep. No need to worry: I can sleep through almost anything. Blissfully I sleep away, waking only rarely to confront all of the things that happen in the night. The children have long since learned to go to Mommy’s side of the bed!


So if you ever need something after bedtime, don’t count on me. But if perchance you did manage to wake me in the middle of the night, I would try to help—really, I would. I would make at least some effort to hear what you were saying and then get out of bed. If you were patient and persistent enough, eventually you could get what you needed, even from me. This is the real-life context for what Jesus taught his disciples about boldly persevering in prayer. 






 

THE FRIEND AT MIDNIGHT

Seeing the consistency of his prayer life, and sensing his intimacy with the Father, the disciples asked Jesus how to pray. In response, he gave them the flexible form of intercession that has been the basis for Christian prayer ever since. Jesus taught his disciples to pray to God as their Father, seeking the honor of his name and the glory of his kingdom, and asking him to meet their daily needs for food, forgiveness, and freedom from temptation. We call it the Lord’s Prayer: the prayer that Jesus taught us to pray, and that is answered by his grace.


Then, having given his disciples the basic content for their prayers, Jesus proceeded to show them how boldly they should ask for what they needed, and how generously their Father would answer. Jesus did this by telling them a story:


Which of you who has a friend will go to him at midnight and say to him, “Friend, lend me three loaves, for a friend of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him”; and he will answer from within, “Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything”? I tell you, though he will not get up and give him anything because he is his friend, yet because of his impudence he will rise and give him whatever he needs. (Luke 11:5–8)





This story is meant to be absurd. Whenever Jesus introduces a parable with a statement or a phrase like “Which of you . . . ?” (e.g., Luke 12:25; 14:5, 28), we know that he is about to describe something that would never happen. The question is a signal that the answer is “No one”: no self-respecting member of the covenant community would refuse to help a neighbor in need.


To see the absurdity of it all, it helps to know the cultural context. In biblical times hospitality was a sacred duty. When a guest arrived—especially a friend—the host had a holy obligation to provide a bountiful meal. There are several notable examples in Scripture, from the feast that Abraham scrambled to provide for three visitors (Gen. 18:1–5) to the fatted calf that the welcoming father killed for his long-lost son (Luke 15:22–24). 


Travel was difficult in those days, there were few reliable inns, and travelers usually arrived hungry. Thus the first order of business was putting a good meal on the table. Bread was essential, not just to eat, but to use for dipping and sopping everything else. It was “the knife, fork, and spoon with which the meal [was] eaten.”2 Thus the man in the story was in a real bind. His bread was gone, and needless to say, there were no twenty-fourhour minimarts or all-night bakeries. So when the man’s friend arrived at midnight, he found himself unable to meet the high demands of biblical hospitality.


There was only one thing to do, which was to see if the people next door had anything left to eat. Under ordinary circumstances, he would not think of putting their friendship to the test by bothering them at midnight. But the demands of hospitality required him to take action. He had to find some bread, so he went to the neighbors and pounded on their door, making a reasonable request at an unreasonable hour: Could he please borrow a little bread—not for himself, but for a friend from a far place?


The neighbor’s response is reminiscent of the time that Winnie-the-Pooh went visiting and Rabbit, not wanting to be bothered, pretended not to be at home. When Pooh saw Rabbit’s hole he wondered about stopping by for a little snack, so he bent down and called out:


“Is anybody at home?”
 There was a sudden scuffling noise from inside the hole, and then silence.
 “What I said was, ‘Is anybody at home?’” called out Pooh very loudly.
 “No!” said a voice; and then added, “You needn’t shout so loud. I heard you quite well the first time.”
 “Bother!” said Pooh. “Isn’t there anybody here at all?”
 “Nobody.”





Rabbit was trying to avoid the obligations of playing host to a hungry bear. But eventually Pooh’s persistence paid off, and Rabbit had to invite him to come inside (where Pooh proceeded to eat more than he should have, but that is another story).3


Much the same thing happened in the parable of the friend at midnight. His neighbor was already in bed, his whole family sleeping together in a one-room cottage. Just about the last thing the man wanted to do at that hour of the night was to get out of bed. So he told his neighbor “No” four different ways. It was a quadruple refusal: “Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed. I cannot get up and give you anything” (Luke 11:7). None of these excuses is very persuasive. If the door was shut, it could be opened; if the children woke up, they could be tucked back in. The real issue was not that the man could not help, but that he would not. He heard the request and he had the bread, but he did not bother to get up and help.


Nevertheless, his neighbor insisted. His hospitality was at stake, so he would not take “No” for an answer. Jesus does not give us the rest of the dialogue, but if anyone has ever tried to persuade you to do something that you did not want to do, you know basically how the conversation goes. Eventually the man in bed realized, to his annoyance, that it would be easier just to give the man what he wanted. So with a sigh of exasperation, he rolled out of bed and gave his neighbor what he needed, being careful not to step on the children. He did not do it for love or friendship, but simply because he wanted to be left alone. He did it because his neighbor had the audacity to come at midnight and keep asking until he got what he wanted.






 

AUDACIOUS, PERSISTENT PRAYER

We should come to God with the same kind of bold perseverance when we pray. The key phrase in the parable—a phrase that is notoriously difficult to interpret—comes in verse 8: “because of his impudence he will rise and give him whatever he needs.” There are two difficulties here: one is to determine which pronoun goes with which character in the story, and the other is to determine the precise meaning of the Greek word anaideian, which the English Standard Version translates as “impudence.” Grammatically, the phrase “his impudence” might refer to the man in bed. However, it is difficult to see how this attitude can serve as an adequate rationale for his decision to get up and help his neighbor. Nor can we accept interpretations that try to explain this by saying that the word anaideian refers in some way to having a sense of honor.4


No, the man who has the anaideian is the man who needs the bread. But what does this word mean? The King James Version translates the term as “importunity,” which means “making persistent or pressing requests” (Oxford Encyclopedic English Dictionary). The New International Version uses the word “persistence.” The English Standard Version has more of an edge to it: “because of his impudence.” To be impudent is to be impertinent; it is to be shamelessly presumptuous. This is probably the most accurate translation. The Greek word anaideian refers to someone who “acts without any sensibility to shame or disgrace.”5 We all know the type: someone who does not particularly care what the neighbors think, and who has the sheer audacity to come right out and ask for something that no one else would dare to mention.


This, then, is how we should pray: not timidly dropping God hints about what we need, but boldly, even shamelessly presenting our petitions before God and then continuing to pray about them until we get an answer.


We need to be careful here, because if we press the details of the parable too far we will end up making some serious errors. Jesus is not saying that God gets annoyed when we bother him at midnight, or that he has to be cajoled into giving us what we need, or that we should never take “no” for an answer. In fact, God is not like the man in bed at all. Jesus is making a contrast to show that God is ready and willing to help us. If even the surliest of neighbors can be persuaded to help us in the middle of the night, then how much more will our Father in heaven hear us when we pray! We know that God neither slumbers nor sleeps (Ps. 121:4), and that he loves to help his people in need (Ps. 34:15). We also know that when we pray, we should always submit our requests to his perfect will (Matt. 6:10).


Prayer is not a way of getting God to do what we want, or of persuading him to do something that he does not want to do. But prayer is an audaciously bold request for God to do what he has promised to do. So when we ask God to hallow his name, to establish his kingdom, to give us bread, to forgive our sins, and to save us from temptation, we may do it with shameless persistence. As Michael Wilcock says, Jesus teaches us to pray this way “not because God will not answer otherwise, but as if he would not.”6 Of course God always has the prerogative to say “no” to our petitions, but when we pray the way that Jesus taught us to pray, we may come to God with the holy boldness of a confident faith.


By way of example, this is the way to pray for a friend who needs to know Christ. Humanly speaking, we may not be sure how our friends will ever receive the gospel, but we believe that God can save them. So we pray, and as we pray, we may appeal to God on the basis of his own character. Sometimes we can see how God has begun to work in someone’s life, and then we can pray that because of his faithfulness he is now obligated to finish what he had started. Or we can tell God that if he has given us a love for our friends, then out of the perfection of his divine love, he should love them all the way to salvation. We can also tell God that saving our friends would serve his greater glory. Can God still refuse such requests? Of course he can—he is God, after all. But like the friend who came at midnight, we should pray as if he could not refuse.


Then we should keep praying. According to Leon Morris, the lesson of this parable is: “We must not play at prayer, but must show persistence if we do not receive the answer immediately. It is not that God is unwilling and must be pressed into answering. The whole context makes it clear that He is eager to give. But if we do not want what we are asking for enough to be persistent, we do not want it very much.”7


How much do you want the things for which you pray? Do you boldly persevere, or do you get discouraged and give up, not daring to beg God for an answer? Terry Johnson writes:


One of the reasons we lack spiritual depth in our day is because of our failure to persist in prayer. Where do we lack it? We lack it in our family life. Our families are not as strong and as spiritually stable as they ought to be. We lack it in our personal lives. We are not progressing in sanctification as we ought. We lack it as a church. We are not seeking revival to any significant degree in our day. We are failing to reach our neighbors and our neighborhoods. Why are these things so? Because we don’t pray, and, when we do pray, we trifle at it.8





So let me ask again: Are you boldly persevering in prayer? This means praying and praying for people to be saved. George Muller prayed for one of his friends for more than sixty years. “Never give up until the answer comes,” Muller wrote. “He is not converted yet, but he will be.”9 And the man was saved, even though his conversion came after Muller’s death. Persevering in prayer means praying and praying for the global work of the gospel. If the lost Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist nations of the world are to be saved, it will be in answer to the persistent prayers of God’s people. Persevering in prayer means praying and praying for the church, asking God to send the Holy Spirit in all his renewing, reviving, and reforming power. To persevere is to pray and pray for God’s transforming work in our families, healing our wounds and making us strong to serve one another. It is also to pray and pray for our own growth in godliness, asking God to win the victory over our selfishness and sin.


Why do we pray this way? Not because God is counting our prayers and waiting until we reach a certain number before he will answer, but because when Jesus taught us to pray, he told us to have the audacity to keep telling our Father what we need.






 

ASKING, SEEKING, KNOCKING


It is hard to pray this way and keep on praying. J. C. Ryle once wrote, “It is far more easy to begin a habit of prayer than to keep it up. . . . Thousands take up a habit of praying for a little season, after some special mercy or special affliction, and then little by little become cold about it, and at last lay it aside. . . . Let us resist this feeling, whenever we feel it rising within us. Let us resolve by God’s grace, that however poor and feeble our prayers may seem to be, we will pray on.”10


To help us pray on, Jesus applied his parable with some of the most encouraging words in the Bible: “And I tell you, ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened” (Luke 11:9–10).


As we have seen, this parable is more about how we should pray than about how God answers. But in the application of the parable, both our part and God’s part are clearly in view. Our duty is to ask, seek, and knock. There seems to be a progression here. It is one thing to ask, but to seek requires a higher level of commitment. To seek is to pursue what is asked. Then to knock is to pound at the very door for an answer. These three verbs move in the direction of a more serious intention to get what God has to offer.


What is even more important, however, is the form of these verbs. All three of them describe a continuous action. Luke 11:9 does not say, “ask, seek, knock,” but “asking, seeking, knocking.” Jesus is not just telling us how to come to God in the first place, but how to go to him again and again: “keep asking, keep seeking, keep knocking.”


We do this for the very first time when we ask God to save us through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. We ask God to give us eternal life; we seek to know for sure what the Bible says about the cross and the empty tomb; and we knock on the door of salvation until Jesus opens the way to God. But even after we come to Christ, we are to keep on pursuing God in prayer, asking for what we need, seeking what God has for us to find, and knocking on the door of spiritual knowledge. “The sense of the verse,” writes Terry Johnson, is “keep on asking and it will be given to you, keep on seeking and you will find, keep on knocking and it will be opened to you. Jesus ties together persistence and efficacy. Prayer works as you work at prayer.”11


Prayer has this kind of efficacy not because of the way we pray, but because of the way God answers. He is a generous Father who loves to give us what we truly need. When we have the audacity to pray the way that Jesus taught us to pray, God has promised to hear us and answer us. In the dialogue of prayer, we are pressing God for something that he is longing to give.


In these verses Jesus assures us that God will answer our prayers. He offers this assurance, not just once or twice, but six times—three in verse 9 and three in verse 10. In verse 9 Jesus says, “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.” Our asking, seeking, and knocking will not be in vain. God will give, God will reveal, God will open. In case we have any doubt about this, Jesus goes on to say, “For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be opened.” Jesus repeats himself to give us extra assurance that our prayers will be answered.


Of course Jesus is not saying that God will give us anything and everything we want. In this context, he is talking about the way God answers the petitions we make in the Lord’s Prayer. As we will discover when we get to the end of verse 13, he is talking most specifically about the spiritual blessings that God gives to every believer in Jesus Christ. If we ask for these things, we will receive.


Notice that this promise is for everyone who asks, seeks, and knocks. This gives special encouragement to anyone who has never come to God the Father in the name of Jesus Christ, or who is afraid that God will not give a gracious welcome. Everyone who asks in faith will receive. Everyone who seeks with a sincere heart will find. Everyone who knocks on the door of Jesus Christ will go in and be saved. Jesus is telling us not to hold back, but to go to God and ask for what we need.






 

GOOD GIFTS FROM BAD FATHERS

The promises that Jesus makes in verses 9 and 10 are so immense that they may seem impossible to keep. So to prove that God really is this generous, Jesus added two little parables that come from family life: “What father among you, if his son asks for a fish, will instead of a fish give him a serpent; or if he asks for an egg, will give him a scorpion?” (Luke 11:11–12).


Once again, Jesus asks a question that is meant to sound absurd. What kind of father would give his son a snake instead of a fish, or a scorpion instead of an egg? A man who did such a thing would be a fiend, not a father. Sadly, there are such men in the world, but the point still stands: no ordinary father would be so cruel as to give his son something dangerous when he asks for something good.


Having made this point, Jesus proceeded to argue from the lesser thing to the greater: “If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give” (Luke 11:13).


At this point, some of us might be tempted to say that Jesus is being too hard on fathers. Is it really right for him to say that we are “evil”? After all, he was speaking to his disciples, who may not have been the best of fathers, but probably were not the worst either. But of course it is right for Jesus to say this. Here he is speaking from his intimate knowledge of our total depravity. He knows that fathers are capable of doing something good. In fact, his two little parables assume this. But he also knows that the hearts of fathers are as wicked as anyone else’s, and that in our sinful nature we are as likely to harm our children as to help them.


Nevertheless, for all our shortcomings, most of us fathers know what our children need. When they ask for something, we listen to what they are saying. We provide what they truly need, and if we are able, we do much more than that. The point is that if even bad fathers know to give good gifts, we can trust our perfect heavenly Father to give us the best gifts of all.


Knowing that we can count on God’s fatherly care gives us confidence when we pray. I witness this kind of confidence in my study at Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia. When the door is closed, most people knock rather cautiously and wait for an answer, so as not to disturb me. Not my eldest son, however. If he remembers to knock (which he doesn’t, always), he knocks loudly and immediately enters. His knock is more like an announcement, and then he has the audacity and the impertinence to walk right in. Rightly so, for he is my son! What would be impudent for anyone else is for him a proper recognition of his privileged status as his father’s son.


This is the way that Jesus has taught us to pray: with a boldness based on the benevolence of our Father’s love. God wants to answer even more than we want to ask. Do you believe this when you pray? Richard Phillips tells the story of a man who approached Alexander the Great with a financial need. The famous conqueror referred the man to his royal treasurer, with the promise that he would have whatever he needed. Soon the treasurer came running up in a state of alarm because the man had asked for a vast sum of money. Surely there must have been some mistake! But Alexander calmly gave the man what he wanted, saying, “He has treated me as a king in asking, and so I shall be as a king to him in giving.”12


Our Father God loves to be a King to us in giving: “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32). God has given us his generous invitation, offering us everything we need in Jesus Christ. The question is whether we will go to him and ask for what we need, seeking and knocking until he answers.






 

THE FATHER’S GREATEST GIFT

The last thing to notice is the surprising twist that comes at the very end of this passage. Jesus had been teaching his disciples how to pray to their Father. First he gave them a model for their daily prayers, which we usually call “the Lord’s Prayer.” Then he told them how to approach God in prayer with sanctified audacity. Next he encouraged them that when they came to God asking, seeking, and knocking, he would hear them as a loving Father. But what, exactly, would God do for them? This is where the surprise comes. Jesus said, “How much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” (Luke 11:13).


This is surprising because the Holy Spirit is not specifically mentioned anywhere in the Lord’s Prayer, or in the instructions that Jesus gives about asking, seeking, and knocking. It is also surprising because Jesus seemed to be talking about earthly blessings. The parables of the friend at midnight and the father’s gifts all deal with material needs. Nevertheless, when Jesus comes to the end of his instructions on prayer, he promises that when we ask, God will give us the Holy Spirit.


To some this may seem a slight disappointment, but in fact it is the climax of the whole passage: the Son promising that the Father will give us the Spirit. Of all the gifts that God could possibly give us, none is greater than the gift of God himself in the person of the Holy Spirit. If we do not believe this, it is only because we do not know the greatness of the Spirit’s person or the scope of the Spirit’s work. To demonstrate the unique blessing of having the Spirit, one need only consider the extraordinary ministry of the apostles once they received the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost: they had the power to perform miraculous wonders and to preach a gospel that changed the world. 


The Spirit is a great gift because he is divine. There is one God in three persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Spirit fully shares the divine majesty; he is to be worshiped with the Father and the Son. Therefore, when the Son promises that the Father will send us the Spirit, he is promising that God himself will live within us.


What will the Spirit do in us? He will reveal the truth of God through the teaching of Scripture, which he himself first revealed. He will give us the conviction of sin, granting us the gift of repentance. He will persuade us of the truth of the gospel, working in us the gift of faith. By faith he will unite us to Jesus Christ, so it is only through the Spirit we receive the blessings of salvation: justification, sanctification, and adoption. That is not all; it is only the beginning. The Spirit will win us the victory over sin. The Spirit will equip us with gifts for ministry. The Spirit will grow in us the fruit of godliness. The Spirit will assure us that we are the children of God. One day the Spirit will raise us from the dead, just as he raised Jesus from the dead, and by his transforming grace he will change us into glory.


Do you see what a great blessing it is when Jesus promises us the Holy Spirit? J. C. Ryle summarized by saying, “The Holy Spirit is beyond doubt the greatest gift which God can bestow upon man. Having this gift, we have all things, life, light, hope, and heaven. Having this gift, we have God the Father’s boundless love, God the Son’s atoning blood, and full communion with all three Persons of the blessed Trinity. Having this gift, we have grace and peace in the world that now is, glory and honor in the world to come.”13 In short, to have the Holy Spirit is to have everything that God has to give us. Jesus has promised that this Spirit is ours for the asking.


Have you asked the Father for the gift of the Spirit in the name of the Son? One man who made this request was John Newton, the infamous slave trader who by the grace of God became a famous preacher and hymn writer. Newton was captain of the Greyhound when the ship was caught in a violent storm at sea. In the middle of the night the upper timbers of the ship were shattered and water gushed into Newton’s cabin. As he clambered onto the deck, the man next to him on the ladder was swept overboard and perished. The captain took the helm of the ship, and in the desperate hours that followed, he reflected on the life that he had wasted by living without God. He thought to himself, “there never was, nor could be, such a sinner as myself. Then, comparing the advantages I had broken through, I concluded at first that my sins were too great to be forgiven.” How could a wretched sinner like John Newton ever find grace?


As he held on for dear life, Newton began to reason that the best way forward was to ask for the power of the Spirit and then to live by the truth of the gospel. His thinking was influenced, he later said, by his reading of Luke 11:13, where God promised to “give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him.”14 When Newton asked for the Spirit, God made good on his promise and gave him the greatest of all gifts, saving that wretched sinner by his amazing grace in the power of the Spirit. God is ready and willing to do the same thing for you, because this is a request Jesus has guaranteed that the Father will answer. All you have to do is ask.
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 JESUS OR THE DEVIL

Luke 11:14–26


“Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and a divided household falls. And if Satan also is divided against himself, how will his kingdom stand?” (Luke 11:17–18)


In June of 1858 more than a thousand delegates met at the Illinois statehouse to elect Abraham Lincoln as the Republican candidate for the United States Senate. That night the great man gave one of his most famous speeches. Referring to the civil strife then threatening to tear the nation in two, he said, “A house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free.”


Abraham Lincoln borrowed his image of the divided house from something Jesus said in the Gospel of Luke: “Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and a divided household falls” (Luke 11:17). Jesus made this statement in the form of a proverb, and like any proverb, it applies to many situations in life. So when Lincoln used it to describe the peril of a country torn between slavery and freedom, he was making a national application of a biblical principle.


As is the case with many things that Jesus said, however, we often forget the original context. When we take the time to study the Gospel carefully, we find that as important as Lincoln’s speech was for the cause of freedom, what Jesus said was even more important. For when Jesus spoke about the divided house, he was referring to a deadlier war over a crueler slavery that required a stronger deliverance. He was speaking about the triumph of his kingdom over the fallen house of Satan.






 

A MIRACLE OF SPEECH

This episode begins with one of the shortest miracle stories: “Now he was casting out a demon that was mute. When the demon had gone out, the mute man spoke, and the people marveled” (Luke 11:14).


This was only the latest in a long series of conflicts between Jesus and the devil, starting with the temptation in the wilderness, when Satan tried to turn Jesus away from the cross (Luke 4:1–13). In the months that followed, Jesus often defeated the works of the devil by casting out demons (Luke 4:41). On one occasion he cast out an entire legion of demons (Luke 8:26–39). On another occasion he rescued a boy who was afflicted with dangerous and diabolical seizures (Luke 9:37–43). This time Satan had silenced a man’s tongue.


Luke tells us that a demon was making the man mute. He was unable to express himself fully, either to his neighbors or to God. This poor man could not even say the words of the Lord’s Prayer, or call out to his heavenly Father verbally the way that Jesus had been teaching his disciples to pray. Because of his demonic disability, he was virtually a prisoner inside his own body. It was all because of Satan:


This is self-evidently the work of the enemy. . . . If it is God’s desire and design, and man’s chief glory, that he should be the priest of creation and articulate creation’s response to the Creator, that he should talk with God as a son with a father, then it is obvious why it should be of prime strategic importance to the enemy to cripple man’s ability to speak with God, to lock up man’s spirit within himself, and as far as God is concerned to turn this earth into a silent planet.1





This is what Satan wants to do to every one of us: he wants to break off communication, isolating us from one another and separating us from God. Even if we are not literally mute, there are times when we might as well be. Whenever we fail to speak words of spiritual blessing or forget to pray, we forfeit the use of our tongues for their highest and best purpose, which is to glorify God. By not speaking for God or to God we become the devil’s tool, like the demon-oppressed man in Luke’s Gospel.


What a great deliverance it was when Jesus cast out his demon and enabled him to speak! What joyous words of thanksgiving the man must have uttered, and what high words of praise! In an instant he was saved from the devil that had his tongue. Now, to the amazement of all the people, he was able to glorify God.


This exorcism teaches us many precious truths about salvation. It teaches us that Jesus is stronger than any demon, and that he has the power to restore people in body, soul, and speech. It also teaches us what happens when we come to know Christ: our mouths are restored to their right and proper use. Instead of cursing God and warring against others with our words, we are able to pray to God and speak truth to our neighbor. This can only happen by the grace of God, because without Christ we can only speak words that come from a godless, graceless heart.


Anyone who has not yet learned to speak gracious words for God should pray the way that King David prayed: “O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare your praise” (Ps. 51:15). And anyone who has received this grace should do what the people did when they saw Jesus perform this miracle: they marveled at what Jesus had done, giving glory to God. By the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, we too can say, “He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God” (Ps. 40:3).






 

THE ANTAGONISTS AND THE SKEPTICS

Sadly, some of the people who witnessed this miracle had a very different reaction, and their response is the main reason that this episode appears in the Gospel. Luke spends far more time telling us what happened after this miracle than telling us about the miracle itself.


These proportions are in keeping with the overall movement of Luke’s Gospel. Most of the miracle stories come in the first half of Luke, before Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem (Luke 9:51). But from that point on he faced increasing opposition, until finally he was crucified. In this episode, the important thing is not so much the miracle itself, but the obvious skepticism and antagonism of the people who witnessed it. People were amazed when Jesus made this man talk. They knew that he had done something supernatural, but not all of them acknowledged that it was the work of God: “some of them said, ‘He casts out demons by Beelzebub, the prince of demons, while others, to test him, kept seeking from him a sign from heaven’” (Luke 11:15). 


All of these people agreed that Jesus had cast out a demon, no doubt about it. The question was how he had done it, and why. Some responded with antagonism, claiming that this was really the work of the devil, while others responded with skepticism, demanding some clearer sign from God.


To identify Jesus with Beelzebul was a wicked and pernicious blasphemy. “Beelzebul” was an ancient term for a pagan deity. We find the term in secular literature, used with reference to one of the gods of Canaan. We also find it in the Old Testament, where it refers specifically to the god of Ekron (see 2 Kings 1:2). In time the Jews came to identify Beelzebul as one of the arch demons of hell, or even as Satan himself. To say that Jesus was casting out demons by Beelzebul, therefore, was to say that he was the devil’s tool. Since these people denied that Jesus was the Son of God, they had to give some other explanation for his power to cast out demons. The only thing they could come up with was that he was doing it by the devil’s own power.


Many people slander Jesus the same way today. Rather than acknowledging that his church is God’s agent for doing good in the world, people think or say that what the church does is evil. Of course it is true that many wrong things have been done in the name of Christ, and that in its weakness and sin the church sometimes acts in ways contrary to the will of God. But when the church is standing up for what is righteous—defending the unborn, for example, or proclaiming that Jesus is the only way to God, or promoting biblical standards for sexual purity—it is a wicked lie to say that the church is unloving or ungodly. When such opposition comes, as it often does in a post-Christian society, it is an attack on Christ himself.


Others are less antagonistic to Jesus, but still remain skeptical. This was true of the people who wanted God to give them a sign. They were not sure whether Jesus was doing the work of the devil or not. Maybe his power really did come from God. They were open to that possibility, but they demanded proof. What Jesus was doing was not enough, as far as they were concerned; they wanted something more. Here is how Norval Geldenhuys describes their attitude: 


Others, who did not go so far as to suggest that He acted through the power of Satan, would nevertheless not see and acknowledge in His power over the evil spirits and in all His other words and deeds evidence that He was the Messiah. Without showing any signs of true desire for salvation, they demand that, if He were to be acknowledged as Messiah, He should cause an indisputable, divine miracle to take place which might prove openly the fact of His Messiahship. Otherwise, they reasoned in their unbelief and pride, they could not be sure whether the accusation of His acting through the power of Satan was not perhaps true.2





If anything, this attitude is even more common today. Whatever they may think of Christianity and the church, most people do not think they are hostile to Jesus Christ. They are spiritually open, and thus they are willing to consider what Jesus has to offer. But before they make a commitment, they think they need a sign that Jesus really is the Savior and God that he claims to be.


This kind of skepticism may seem less evil than outright antagonism, but it is no less dangerous. Whether we deny Jesus altogether or simply dismiss him until we get more evidence, we do not trust him by faith. In fact, the skeptic may not actually be any closer to God than the antagonist! Many people who say that they are skeptics have no sincere desire to know God at all. They are only using their skepticism as an excuse for avoiding the hard realities of sin, death, and judgment. As J. C. Ryle once said, “It is always one mark of a thoroughly unbelieving heart, to pretend to want more evidence of the truth of religion.”3 The truth is that God has given more than enough evidence. What holds people back is the pride of their own skepticism.






 

HOW JESUS ANSWERED

Jesus began to meet the challenge of these two objections—the antagonistic accusation that he was working by the devil’s power and the skeptical demand for a sign—by pointing out that the claim of demonic influence was illogical: “But he, knowing their thoughts, said to them, ‘Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste, and a divided household falls. And if Satan also is divided against himself, how will his kingdom stand?’” (Luke 11:17–18).


In other words, why would Satan try to undo the very work that he had been doing? One of his cruel demons had muted a man made in the image of God, accomplishing the devil’s purpose of silencing the man’s praise. Why then would Satan deliver the man from the very bondage he had worked so hard to bring about? This did not make any sense! A self-divided kingdom cannot stand. Therefore, it was unreasonable for people to say that this miracle was the work of the devil. In their denial that Jesus was doing the work of God, they were in defiance of common sense.


Not only was their accusation illogical, but as Jesus pointed out, it was also inconsistent: “For you say that I cast out demons by Beelzebul. And if I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast them out? Therefore they will be your judges” (Luke 11:18–19).


Apparently there were other people in the Jewish community who also had the power to cast out demons. It was generally acknowledged that whenever a religious leader performed such an exorcism, it was a sign that God was working through him. That is not what the critics were saying about Jesus, however. When he cast out demons, they said it was the work of the devil. This was inconsistent. If they said that Jesus was working for the devil, then obviously they should be saying the same thing about their own exorcists. Yet they had always believed that exorcism was the work of God. So Jesus caught them in a contradiction. In denying that his power came from God, they were denying one of their own basic principles for judging the truth.


These attacks on Jesus were illogical and inconsistent. But in the final analysis, every attempt to deny God’s work is illogical and inconsistent. Since God is our Creator, we cannot even try to reason him out of existence without using the minds that he gave us. Nor can we shake an angry fist at him without clenching the hand that he so marvelously made. Any attack on our Creator is self-refuting, because in making the attack we can only use (or rather, misuse) the gifts that he gave us. 


Another example of this inconsistency is the way that people curse. Often the very people who deny that God has anything to do with their daily lives will shout his name when they get angry. Do they believe that God has the power to damn, or not? If not, then why do they keep talking to him like that? Taking God’s name in vain unwittingly shows the illogical inconsistency of rejecting Jesus Christ.






 

THE FINGER OF A STRONGER SAVIOR

So how did Jesus do it? If he was not working for the devil, then where did he get his power over demons? Jesus said, “But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Luke 11:20). In other words, the situation was exactly the opposite of what people were saying. They were claiming that Jesus was working by the power of Satan, when in fact he was doing the will of God.


To be more specific, Jesus was doing this work “by the finger of God.” This expression has its origins in Exodus, where Pharaoh’s magicians used it to describe one of the deadly plagues they suffered in Egypt (see Exod. 8:19). The Egyptians were touched by the finger of God. But in Matthew Jesus uses a slightly different expression. There he says, “But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons” (Matt. 12:28; emphasis added). The “finger of God” thus refers to “Spirit of God.” Jesus performed this miracle of speech by the power of the Holy Spirit. As Cyril of Alexandria explained: “The Son is called the hand and arm of God the Father because he does all things by the Son, and the Son in a similar way works by the Spirit. Just as the finger is attached to the hand as something . . . belonging to it by nature, so also the Holy Spirit . . . is joined in oneness to the Son. . . . The Son does everything by the Spirit.”4


People were asking for a sign, but really this should have been sign enough. They had just witnessed a direct demonstration of the power of God’s Spirit. They had seen a man touched by the very finger of God, with the result that he was delivered from the devil. Jesus was beginning to exercise his royal authority over Satan. This was a clear sign that God’s kingdom was coming in Christ. 


To further explain what he was doing, Jesus gave an illustration—almost like a parable: “When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own palace, his goods are safe; but when one stronger than he attacks him and overcomes him, he takes away his armor in which he trusted and divides his spoil” (Luke 11:21–22).


The strong man, of course, is Satan. Jesus portrays him as a wealthy prince taking his ease in a fortified palace, surrounded by treasure. He is so strong that his fortress seems unassailable. This is a frightening picture of the devil’s dominion over lost sinners. The goods in his palace are the souls of people who are still in bondage to sin, whom Satan has claimed to be his own property, and who have yet to be rescued from his dominion. Anyone who doubts Satan’s strength to do this only needs to look at what is happening in the world. The devil is always going about his evil work, and like a greedy miser standing guard over his treasure, he wants to hold on to everything he has worked so hard to gain. This means that the “sinner’s heart must be carried away by storm if it be ever taken, for there is no hope of taking the Evil Spirit by surprise.”5


Perhaps you can even see Satan’s strength in your own spiritual condition. If you have not been touched by the finger of God’s Spirit, then you are still under the devil’s control, whether you are aware of this or not. Try as you might, in your own strength you will never be able to break free from his palace, because he is always standing guard over your soul.


Praise God, there is someone who is stronger than Satan. Here Jesus describes a stronger one who attacks the devil’s palace, overthrows his guard, strips him of his armor, and claims the goods that Satan once claimed for his own. As we read the rest of the gospel story, we discover that Jesus himself is the Stronger One who overthrows the devil through his crucifixion. As Jesus was paying the suffering price for our sins, he was disarming the devil and putting him to public shame (see Col. 2:13–15). The Scripture says Jesus died so that “through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery” (Heb. 2:14–15; cf. 1 John 3:8). The Scripture says further that Jesus defeated the devil through his resurrection, by which he turns people “from the power of Satan to God” (Acts 26:18). It is through the cross and the empty tomb that Jesus drives Satan out and rescues his own. 


Jesus is so much stronger that Satan’s resistance is futile. As strong as the devil seems, he is utterly overwhelmed by the superior strength of God in Christ. One man who witnessed this power firsthand was a secretary in China’s Communist Party—a man named Fang Tiancai. Fang sought to decapitate the leadership of the large Christian community in Henan Province. In particular, he wanted to kill the well-known pastor and evangelist Li Tianen. Suddenly Fang fell out of favor with his superiors, and found himself in prison. In the providence of God, he ended up in the same death row prison cell as Li Tianen—the very man he had targeted for execution:


“Are you Li Tianen?” Fang asked, kneeling down and trembling on arrival in the cell. Li said he was.



“God in Heaven, you are an awesome power!” Fang exclaimed. Then he went on, “I was ready to execute you three times, but the Jesus you believe in protected you. Marx was not able to save me. Now I believe the Gospel you believe in is real.”6









 

WITH JESUS, OR AGAINST HIM?


Do you believe in the reality of the gospel? Have you seen the power of Jesus Christ? Do you trust in his death and resurrection for your deliverance? When we come into contact with Jesus Christ, we have a choice to make: either we believe in his divine power and receive him as our Savior and Lord, or else we decide to keep running with the devil. There is no middle ground; we have to take sides. This is the application that Jesus makes from the story of the strong man and the Stronger One: “Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters” (Luke 11:23).


This may sound like the contradiction of something from earlier in the Gospel, when Jesus said to his disciples, “the one who is not against you is for you” (Luke 9:50). That was in a very different context, however. Here is how J. C. Ryle explains the difference: “In the former case, our Lord was speaking of one who was really working for Christ, and against the devil, and was doing good, though perhaps not in the wisest way. . . . He works against the same enemy that we work against, and therefore he is on our side. In the case before us, our Lord is speaking of men who refused to join Him and become His disciples.”7


This is a choice that every individual has to make: Will I be for Jesus Christ, or against him? Many people would rather not have to choose. We see this in Luke 11. Some of the people who saw Jesus cast out demons thought he was doing the work of the devil. These people were openly and obviously against him; others did not know what to think. They were against demons and disabilities, so they certainly did not want to accuse Jesus of being on the devil’s payroll. They were even open to the possibility that he could be the Christ. Yet they did not want to make a firm commitment or take a strong position.


We see the same thing today. Most people do not think of themselves as being against Jesus Christ, but they are not entirely for him either. They are willing to admire Jesus from a distance as long as he does not make too many demands on their obedience. This is even true in the church, where people worship on Sunday and then go back to their worldly ways the rest of the week. But Jesus warns us that we cannot have it both ways. With him there is no middle ground. He says, “Look, if you are not completely for me, then you are really against me.”


There is no neutrality. Either we are for Christ and his kingdom, or we are against him. If we are for him, then we will join him in his great work of gathering souls to God. But if we are against him, then we will only drive people away, scattering them to Satan. Are you standing with Jesus or against him? “Let it be the settled determination of our minds,” wrote J. C. Ryle, “that we will serve Christ with all our hearts, if we serve Him at all. Let there be no reserve, no compromise, no half-heartedness.”8






 

UNCLEAN SWEEP


If we do not follow Christ without reserve, we are in serious spiritual danger. This is the point of the closing illustration that Jesus gives about the demon who leaves and later returns: When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it passes through waterless places seeking rest, and finding none it says, “‘I will return to my house from which I came.’ And when it comes, it finds the house swept and put in order. Then it goes and brings seven other spirits more evil than itself, and they enter and dwell there. And the last state of that person is worse than the first” (Luke 11:24–26). This mysterious passage lifts the veil on the spiritual realities of the unseen world. It tells us that demons can enter people, leave people, and later return. It says that demons are restless creatures who sometimes wander in the wilderness, but are always seeking to find a home. It says further that they are seeking to find this home in the soul of a human person, and that in some cases a person may be possessed by many demons. 


Why does Jesus speak about these things here? Obviously the theme of demon possession is connected in some way to the miracle that he had just performed. But what practical lesson is he trying to teach us? Simply this: that we are safe from Satan only when we have the Spirit of Christ living within us. Indeed, if all we ever have is a self-made attempt at personal reformation, without a saving work of God’s Spirit, we will end up worse off then ever.


Jesus describes a person who had experienced the departure of a demon without full deliverance. The wandering spirit left for his own reasons, on his own initiative. He was not expelled by the power of Jesus Christ. Once the evil departed, the person was able to tidy things up inside. Since he was no longer dominated directly by a demon, he was able to make some kind of moral recovery. But he never invited someone stronger to take possession of his soul. Satan left, but the Spirit never entered. The man swept his soul, but never asked God to cleanse it. He was partially reformed, but not totally renewed. So when the unclean spirit decided to return, the house—be it ever so tidy—remained unoccupied. Upon finding that he could still have possession, the demon went out to get seven even more diabolical friends to come and devour the man’s soul. Here is a man, said Charles Spurgeon, who was “for a time reformed, but eventually subjected to the worst forms of evil.”9


How frightful it would be for us if Satan were to find himself at home in our souls! Yet this is what happens when we try to make moral improvement by our own religious effort. According to Michael Wilcock, Jesus is showing “how useless (indeed dangerous) is the expulsion of an evil power, by whatever means, if no corresponding good power comes in to bar the door against its return. And this is always true, whether it is by exorcism or by sheer determination that men try to rid themselves of the evil within them.”10 At first when we try to reform ourselves, it may seem as if we are making progress. We think we are in spiritual recovery. But unless we put our faith in Jesus Christ, we do not have his Spirit living within us. Where the Holy Spirit dwells, no evil spirit will enter, but without the Spirit there is no one to bar the door against the devil. Sooner or later all the old demons will return, and as Jesus says, we will be even worse off than before (Luke 11:26; cf. 2 Peter 2:20–22).


We are either for Jesus or against him. If we are for him, then his Spirit lives inside us, and our soul is secure. But if we are not for Jesus, then some day Satan will come and take possession. “There is no safety,” wrote J. C. Ryle, “except in thorough Christianity. . . . The house must not only be swept . . . ; a new tenant must be introduced. . . . The outward life must not only be decorated with the formal trappings of religion; the power of vital religion must be experienced in the inner man. The Devil must not only be cast out; the Holy Spirit must take his place. Christ must dwell in our hearts by faith.”11


See how dangerous it is to be satisfied with any religious change that falls short of complete conversion by the Spirit of God. Moral reformation without spiritual regeneration even leads to demonic domination. People who try a little harder to live a little better need to know this: it will never work. In order to experience real and lasting spiritual change, we need something more than personal advice, or a self-help program, or a recovery group. Not even casting out a demon is enough. What we need is the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus has promised that the Father will give to anyone who asks (see Luke 11:13). We need to pray for the Stronger One to give us the supernatural, transforming grace of the Holy Spirit, who alone can replace our lust with purity, our worry with trust, our greed with contentment, our anger with patience, our profanity with peace, and our addictions with selfless zeal for the glory of God. 


There can be no vacancy in the heart, and no joint tenancy. It is either Jesus or the devil. When Abraham Lincoln gave his famous “house divided” speech, he said, “I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing or all the other.” The same may be said of every human soul. However conflicted we may sometimes feel, we must and we will become all one thing or all the other. If that is the case, then, will you be all for Jesus?
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 A SIGN FOR ALL TIMES

Luke 11:27–36


“This generation is an evil generation. It seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of Jonah. For as Jonah became a sign to the people of Nineveh, so will the Son of Man be to this generation.” (Luke 11:29–30)


The academic world was amazed to learn that Antony Flew had decided to believe in God. For more than fifty years the erudite British philosopher had been an outspoken critic of Christianity. Flew was one of the most famous atheists in the world, and as an atheist, he believed that “the onus of proof is on the theists since atheism is prima facie the more reasonable position.”1 Thus he would believe in God only if God provided more evidence.


Then Antony Flew changed his mind. To the amazement of his fellow philosophers, he announced just before Christmas that, come to think of it, there was enough evidence for the existence of God. Speaking in Philosophia Christi, the journal of the Evangelical Philosophical Society, Flew said, “It seems to me that the case for a God who has the characteristics of power and also intelligence is now much stronger than it ever was before.”2


Flew’s abandonment of atheism was welcome news. He only became a theist, however, not a Christian. Although Flew said that he was open to the possibility of divine revelation, he also said that he did not believe in the God of the Bible, or the gospel of Jesus Christ. Presumably he was still looking for a little more evidence.


There were people like that in the Gospel of Luke—people who believed in God but were still making up their minds about Jesus. Some people had chosen to follow him, becoming his disciples. Others had decided to reject him, claiming that he was of the devil. But still others were looking for more evidence. Even when they saw Jesus perform miracles, they “kept seeking from him a sign from heaven” (Luke 11:16). Their faith was postponed by their doubts. Before they believed in Jesus, they wanted indisputable evidence that he was the Son of God. What sign would he show them?






 

WHO IS TRULY BLESSED?

Before we see the answer, we need to hear how Jesus responded to a woman who wanted to praise him. Jesus had just cast out a demon, and some people were claiming that he had performed this miracle by the power of Satan, while others were demanding a clearer sign from heaven. Jesus responded that he was serving God, not the devil, and he warned people that if they were not with him, they were against him.


One woman was there taking it all in. As she listened to Jesus, she was overcome with admiration. She said to herself, “I wish I had a son like that; his mother must be very proud!” Suddenly she spoke out loud, raising her voice and saying, “Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts at which you nursed!” (Luke 11:27). Spoken like a true mother! This woman was praising Jesus by blessing the mother who raised him, perhaps reflecting the ancient idea that a woman may find her own greatness by bearing a famous son. But Jesus quickly answered, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and keep it!” (Luke 11:28).


By saying this, Jesus was not so much contradicting the woman as he was correcting her with a comparison. What she said was true, as far as it went. The mother of Jesus was blessed. Mary said so herself back in chapter 1, when she first heard that she would give birth to a son: “from now on all generations will call me blessed” (Luke 1:48). The woman in Luke 11 was one of the first people to make that call, yet she was in danger of missing the message. As blessed as it was for Mary to nurse Jesus at her breast, it is even more blessed to hear and to do the word of God. This blessing is available to all men and women, whether they are related to someone famous or not.


Mary herself is a good example. Some people have tried to honor Mary in their worship. This is the practice of the Roman Catholic Church, which teaches that Mary has an eternal motherhood, that she does saving work in bringing people to God, and that adoring her is intrinsic to Christian worship.3 Adoring Mary in this way is a mistake, because only God deserves our worship. But like any other godly woman, Mary may be imitated. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hear the word of God and keep it” (Luke 11:28), which is exactly what Mary did. When God called her to be the mother of the Messiah, she believed what God promised, and then acted on her faith.


It is not Mary’s person that calls for blessing, therefore, but her trust in Christ and her obedience to the word of God. Rather than becoming an object of our praise, Mary serves as an example to our faith. In the end, her most important relationship to Jesus was not as a mother to her son, but as a sinner to her Savior, and a disciple to her Lord. As Augustine said in his treatise on Holy Virginity, “Mary was more blessed in accepting the faith of Christ than in conceiving the flesh of Christ.”4 This blessing is available to everyone who trusts in Jesus Christ. We do not have to be members of his biological family to have his blessing. We only need to listen to what he says. The people God blesses are the people who hear his word, and then do it.






 

THE SIGN OF JONAH

The trouble is that some people want something more from God. Not content with a word to hear and believe, they demand another sign to see and prove. This attitude was common in the time of Christ, but Jesus did not give in to its demand: “When the crowds were increasing, he began to say, ‘This generation is an evil generation. It seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of Jonah’” (Luke 11:29).


In one sense, Jesus had given many signs of his true identity as the Son of God and the Savior of the world (e.g., Luke 5:17–26; 9:37–43). Every miracle he performed, including the demon he had just cast out, was a sign of the kingdom of God. People did not need any more signs; they needed to believe the signs they had already been given. If they did not believe those signs, then what sign would they believe? “The fact is,” writes David Gooding, “that the people who demanded another sign would not have been convinced by it or by any number of signs. Their seeking of a sign was not an indication of their willingness to believe if only adequate evidence were provided, but a rationalizing of their unwillingness to believe the perfectly adequate evidence they already had.”5 This is a warning to anyone who says, “I will believe in Jesus as soon as God gives me a sign.” God has not promised to give us a sign. Rather than looking for one, therefore, we ought to believe the word that he has spoken.


There is one exception, however. Jesus told the crowds that he would give them one last sign of his salvation, what he called “the sign of Jonah” (Luke 11:29):


For as Jonah became a sign to the people of Nineveh, so will the Son of Man be to this generation. The queen of the South will rise up at the judgment with the men of this generation and condemn them, for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something greater than Solomon is here. The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. (Luke 11:30–32)





To understand what Jesus was saying about Jonah and Nineveh—not to mention Solomon and the queen of the South—we need to know the Old Testament. Jonah was the prophet whom God called to go and preach to the pagans in Nineveh. In sinful rebellion Jonah bought himself a one-way ticket to sail in the opposite direction, but God sent a great fish to swallow him alive. After three days under water, the prophet repented and the fish vomited him back up. This time Jonah did go to Nineveh, where he warned people that judgment was imminent, and then watched them repent of their sins.


As Jesus looked at Jonah’s ministry, he saw a connection with his own saving work. Just as Jonah was a sign to the Ninevites, so Jesus would be a sign to his generation. But what, exactly, was the connection? Was it his ministry as a prophet? His preaching of judgment? His call to repentance? These things may be part of it, but there is something more. A sign is something miraculous, and strictly speaking, there was nothing miraculous about Jesus’ preaching. Furthermore, when Jesus spoke about this sign, he clearly referred to something that would happen in the future, and not just to his present ministry as a preacher. So what was the sign?


Luke does not mention it explicitly, but there was a miracle in Jonah’s ministry: a miracle that signified the resurrection. We know this because in the Gospel of Matthew, after Jesus speaks about “the sign of the prophet Jonah,” he goes on to say this: “For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matt. 12:40). Jesus was referring to his own death, burial, and resurrection from the dead. In the same way that Jonah was entombed in the belly of the sea, so Jesus would be buried for three days before rising again. The sign of Jonah is the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.


God has given us the same sign. What has God done to point us to the truth of his gospel? How do we know that Jesus lived a perfect life on our behalf? How do we know for sure that God has accepted Christ’s sacrifice for our sins? How do we know that Jesus has the power of eternal life? How do we know that we will live forever? The answer, in each case, is that God has raised Jesus Christ from the dead. Even Antony Flew seems to admit that the resurrection is a sign for all times. “The evidence for the resurrection is better than for claimed miracles in any other religion,” he says. “It’s outstandingly different in quality and quantity, I think, from the evidence offered for the occurrence of most other supposedly miraculous events.”6


To put all of this in another way, the sign that God has given us is the gospel. The gospel is simply the good news of salvation through the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. And this is the sign that God has given to all generations: the death of Jesus on the cross and his return from the empty tomb. The sign is Jesus himself, dying and rising again. Is this the kind of sign that gives incontrovertible proof to the demanding skeptic? No, but it is a sign nonetheless, a true sign that points to God’s salvation in Jesus Christ. If we believe this sign, we will be saved.






 

THE AFRICAN QUEEN

Everyone who believes that Jesus died and rose again will inherit eternal life. But we must believe! Jesus used two examples from the Old Testament to prove this. One is the example of Jonah, to which we shall return momentarily; the other is the story of Solomon and the queen of Sheba.


King Solomon was and still is world-renowned for his extravagant wealth and extraordinary wisdom. An African queen had heard about this famous king, and she wanted to see for herself. So she traveled from Africa to Israel with a caravan of treasure. There she tested the king’s wisdom, toured the treasuries in the king’s palace, and worshiped in the temple that he built for God. What she saw and heard took her breath away. She said to King Solomon: “I did not believe the reports until I came and my own eyes had seen it. And behold, the half was not told me. Your wisdom and prosperity surpass the report that I heard. . . . Blessed be the Lord your God, who has delighted in you and set you on the throne of Israel!” (1 Kings 10:7, 9).


Here was a woman who desperately wanted to know the truth. She went to great trouble and expense to find out if what she had heard was really true. Luke tells us, “she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon” (Luke 11:31). And because she was seeking the truth sincerely, she found what she was looking for.


What a contrast to people in the time of Christ! They were in the presence of someone even greater than golden King Solomon: Jesus Christ, who is wisdom incarnate and who reigns as the King of all kings. As great as Solomon was in wealth and wisdom, Jesus is infinitely greater—and in all humility, he did not hesitate to say this. His kingdom spans the globe, his riches are the splendors of the universe, and “in [him] are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). As Alexander Maclaren once said, Jesus Christ is the “the perfect encyclopaedia of all moral and spiritual truth.”7 Yet the men of his day would not even take the trouble to know him as their Savior and Lord. Jesus was present with them in Israel; they did not have to travel anywhere else to find him. They had every opportunity to know Jesus as the Christ—all they had to do was to believe. Yet instead of believing, they demanded another sign. 


At the last tribunal, the queen of Sheba will stand up and judge these men for their unbelief. As Jesus said, she “will rise up at the judgment with the men of this generation and condemn them” (Luke 11:31). And rightly so, because that woman—that Gentile!—went much farther than they did to meet a lesser king.


What will the queen of Sheba say about us? We too have been given every opportunity to know the wisdom of God incarnate. We have read his Word and heard his gospel. But have we taken the trouble to study these things and know them for sure? Are we willing to seek after Jesus until we find our salvation in him?


If we do not believe in Jesus, then the queen of Sheba will not be the only witness against us. The other example Jesus took from the Old Testament was the prophet Jonah. It was not simply Jonah’s three days in the belly of the sea that interested Jesus, but also the way that the people of Nineveh responded to his ministry. They believed in the gospel of the risen prophet. When he warned them about the coming judgment, they believed his message, repented of their sins, and were saved.


Jesus longed to say the same thing about the people of his own generation. When they witnessed his death and resurrection—the gospel sign of Jonah—he wanted them to trust in him for their salvation. After all, those pagans back in Nineveh listened to a man who came back from the sea. What would God’s own people Israel do when they saw a man come back from the very dead? One might expect them to listen to his word, but Jesus was far from hopeful. He said, “The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here” (Luke 11:32). 


The people who heard Jesus say this were given every opportunity to believe. They were in the presence of a greater prophet than Jonah, a greater king than Solomon. They heard him preach and they saw him die and rise again, but many of them still did not believe. Thus at the final judgment the men of Nineveh will condemn them for their unbelief.


What will the Ninevites say about us? God has spoken to us more clearly than he ever did to them. All they heard was a message of judgment, spoken by an almost complete failure of a prophet. We have heard a message of grace, spoken by the very Son of God. The only sign they were given was a man swallowed by a big fish and then brought back up. We have been given the sign of a man swallowed by death itself, and then rising again in triumph. Do you believe this gospel sign?


At the final judgment we will be held responsible for what we have done—or failed to do—with Jesus. If we have heard the good news of the crucified and risen Christ, then God will hold us accountable to repent like the Ninevites and believe like the queen of Sheba. If we receive Jesus, then we will still be standing on the day of judgment. But if we reject Jesus, God will reject us forever.






 

THE LAMP OF THE BODY

In our unbelief, we generally assume that the problem lies somewhere outside of us. “Yes, I am willing to believe in God,” people say, “if only he will show me a sign.” But the examples that Jesus gave prove that this is not the real problem. The sign is there; the problem is that we do not believe it. This is also the point of the rather intricate illustration that Jesus gave at the end of this conversation. He said:


No one after lighting a lamp puts it in a cellar or under a basket, but on a stand, so that those who enter may see the light. Your eye is the lamp of your body. When your eye is healthy, your whole body is full of light, but when it is bad, your body is full of darkness. Therefore be careful lest the light in you be darkness. If then your whole body is full of light, having no part dark, it will be wholly bright, as when a lamp with its rays gives you light. (Luke 11:33–36) 





Elsewhere Jesus uses light as an illustration of the believer’s witness to the world; we are called to shine for Jesus. But that is not how he uses the image here. In this context the light refers to Jesus himself. He is not hiding somewhere in the shadows; the candle of his gospel is not hidden underground. On the contrary, Jesus has done his saving work on the open stage of human history, where everyone can see it. All his words and all his works are radiant with the revelation of God’s glory. To this day his gospel is publicly proclaimed all over the world. Like the lamp blazing from a lighthouse, it shines for all to see. Cyril of Alexandria said, “The Father gave us the Son to be a lamp to the world, to illumine us with divine light and to rescue us from satanic darkness.”8 Or as Jesus himself said, he came “so that those who enter may see the light” (Luke 11:33).


If we fail to see Jesus, therefore, it is not because he does not wish to be seen. There are enough lumens in his lantern. The problem rather is that our eyes are too dim to see his glorious grace. Here Jesus describes the eye as the lamp of the body. In other words, the eye is the organ that gathers light and brings illumination to the rest of the body, much the way a lamp illuminates a room. A clear eye sees the light, but a bad eye keeps the body in darkness:


When the eye is sound and right and light is shining, the eye enables you to make full use of the light—you can see where you are, how to walk and how to do your work. But when there is something wrong with your eye you cannot make use of the light even when you are irradiated by the brightest light. Your whole body is then, as it were, wrapped in darkness, for you cannot see where to put your feet in order to walk, where to take hold with your hands to perform your work, and so forth. So, for all practical purposes, when your eyes are “wrong” you are in utter darkness.9





The same thing is true spiritually. This optical illustration is about spiritual perception. When the eyes of the soul are clear, we are able to see the light of Jesus Christ shining in the gospel. We perceive that he really is the Son of God and the Savior of the world. We see the cross and the empty tomb—the signs for all times. We believe that Jesus died for our sins on the cross and rose again to give us eternal life. The love of Christ shines brightly in our hearts, and we start walking in the light of his love. But when our spiritual eyes are bad—when they are covered with the cataract of unrepentant sin or blinded by the skeptical demand for more and more evidence—then we cannot see Jesus as our Savior. The problem is not that we do not have enough light, as if God needed to give us a more brilliant sign. No, God has given us enough light in his gospel. The problem is that we cannot see it because our hearts are still in darkness.


This is what was wrong with the people who demanded that Jesus give them a sign. Jesus was shining on them with a bright, clear light, but they could not see it. To shift the blame, they said that he was the problem, when in fact the problem all along was their own inward darkness. By using this analogy, Jesus was trying to get them to see that their spiritual vision was obscured by dark clouds of unbelief. The reason they “still live in darkness and do not see and accept Him as the Messiah is not to be attributed to a concealment of the light of His revelation of salvation, but is to be imputed to the wickedness of their own hearts.”10


So Jesus gave them this warning: “be careful lest the light in you be darkness” (Luke 11:35). This warning is for religious people who know something about Jesus but have not yet received him as their Savior and their God. Often they are worshiping somewhere in a church. They think that they have seen the light. But is it the light of the gospel? Do they believe the Word of God? Are they trusting the crucified and risen Savior? If not, then even the eye that they were given to see spiritual truth is keeping out the light of salvation. What a tragic condition!


If there is darkness in our spiritual life, this is never the fault of the light of the Gospel—for this light shines in full glory and power. It is man’s wrong inner nature—unbelief, worldly-mindedness and other sins—that prevents the light of Christ from irradiating and renewing his life. What a tragedy that so many are struggling in darkness while the Gospel light is there all the time to make everything in their life bright and beautiful! As soon as man opens his life to Christ in faith His glorious light streams in.11





When I think of what it must be like to struggle with this kind of spiritual darkness, I cannot help but think of my own brother-in-law, an airplane pilot who lost his sight to bacterial meningitis. His eyes are sound, yet the damage to his optic nerve has left him blind. He cannot see. Though sad, this situation is not hopeless, because my brother-in-law will see again at the resurrection. But what about people who are still walking in spiritual darkness, who have not yet escaped the blindness of their sin? What hope is there for them?


What we need is not some other sign, but the spiritual ability to see the sign that God has already given: Jesus Christ, crucified for sinners and raised again with the power of life. We can see Jesus by asking for the Holy Spirit to come and open our eyes. Jesus has promised that God will give the gift of his Spirit to anyone who asks. The Spirit’s work is to reveal the light of Jesus Christ to the eyes of our faith, so that we may see the glory of God. “If then your whole body is full of light,” Jesus said, referring to this ministry of the Spirit, “having no part dark, it will be wholly bright, as when a lamp with its rays gives you light” (Luke 11:36).


This is God’s glorious promise: when the Spirit opens our eyes to see the full brightness of his salvation, the light of Jesus will illuminate all the dark corners of our lives, until the dawn breaks on the eternal day, the dark shadows are chased away, and all is light.
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 WHEN YOUR SOUL IS AN UNMARKED GRAVE

Luke 11:37–44


“Woe to you Pharisees! For you love the best seat in the synagogues and greetings in the marketplaces. Woe to you! For you are like unmarked graves, and people walk over them without knowing it.” (Luke 11:43–44)


What is the biggest danger the church faces in the twenty-first century? Is it secular hostility to biblical truth? The spread of Islam and other false religions? The doctrinal errors of postevangelical theology? These are all serious dangers, but judging from what Jesus said in the Gospels, the gravest danger may come from theologically informed, religiously active, morally conservative people whose hearts are far from God. Nothing is deadlier to the life of true godliness than spiritual hypocrisy.






 

TABLE TALK

Hypocrisy is the theme of important remarks that Jesus once made over dinner. People had been demanding a sign from him, but in response, Jesus said that he was the only sign they would get, as he died on the cross and rose again. What people really needed was not some other sign, but faith to believe what God said in his Word and in the person of his Son. Jesus was giving people plenty of light in the gospel, but the blindness of their sin was keeping them in the dark. 


During this conversation Jesus received a dinner invitation: “While Jesus was speaking, a Pharisee asked him to dine with him, so he went in and reclined at table” (Luke 11:37). This was a familiar position for Jesus. We often find him sitting down to break bread with people and confront them with the claims of his gospel. This is a good example for us to follow. We should be sociable with all kinds of people, taking advantage of every opportunity to build relationships, including with people who do not know Christ. But we must always be sure to point them to God. All too often Christians accept this kind of dinner invitation without using it to full spiritual advantage.


On this particular occasion, Jesus was eating at the table of a Pharisee who wanted to hear more of what he had to say. The Pharisees enjoyed an excellent reputation in those days. If anyone tried to lead a life that was pleasing to God, it was the Pharisees. They were morally straight, keeping God’s law. They were theologically conservative, defending the faith. In fact, they were generally considered to be the holiest people in Israel, with the most obvious concern for personal godliness.


One would have thought, therefore, that the Pharisees were just the kind of people Jesus would enjoy. Yet even before anyone took the first bite, Jesus offended his host, maybe intentionally. As Luke tells it, “The Pharisee was astonished to see that he did not first wash before dinner” (Luke 11:38). The man was shocked—shocked!—that Jesus would eat without washing his hands.


To understand why this was considered socially unacceptable, it helps to know that the Pharisees really did believe that cleanliness was next to godliness. The issue for them was not personal hygiene, but ceremonial purity. So before they had anything to eat, they “had water poured over their hands to remove the defilement contracted by their contact with a sinful world.”1


Some Pharisees carried this concern to an obsessive extreme, going through an elaborate cleansing ritual before meals and on other occasions. The following passage from the Mishnah gives a good idea what people like the Pharisees meant when they said, “Go wash your hands before dinner”:


The hands are susceptible to uncleanness, and they are rendered clean up to the wrist. Thus if a man had poured the first water up to the wrist and the second water beyond the wrist, and the water flowed back to the hand, the hand becomes clean; but if he poured both the first water and the second beyond the wrist, and the water flowed back to the hand, the hand remains unclean. If he poured the first water over the one hand alone and then bethought himself and poured the second water over the one hand, his one hand is clean. If he had poured the water over the one hand and rubbed it on the other, it becomes unclean; but if he rubbed it on his head or on the wall it remains clean.2





Given such specific regulations, we can well imagine what the Pharisee thought when Jesus did not wash his hands at all. He had the same reaction the mother of the bride would have if her daughter walked down the aisle wearing shorts and flip-flops, or the queen of England would have if a grubby mechanic laid a hand on her royal person. It simply wasn’t done—not at the house of a Pharisee.


It is important to understand that there was nothing morally wrong with what Jesus did. The only thing Jesus violated was a man-made rule for religiously acceptable conduct. The Pharisees had a thousand and one of these extrabiblical rules, which they believed God had given to Moses on Mount Sinai, and were subsequently handed down by oral tradition. They further believed that breaking any one of them was a serious breach of holiness. This is why Jesus caused offense. But the law of God said nothing about washing up before dinner. It was a matter of spiritual indifference, and knowing this is crucial for everything that follows. The Pharisee had his own ideas about right and wrong, but they went well beyond the Word of God.


As Christians we need to learn to tell the difference between the law of God and our own personal preferences. We may have all kinds of opinions about things like what people ought to wear, what they should eat, how they should run their household, how they should spend their money, what priorities they should have in ministry, or what political position they ought to take. Some of these opinions may be strongly held. We may even believe that there are good spiritual reasons for our opinions. The Pharisee certainly had spiritual reasons for thinking that Jesus should wash his hands. But are we properly distinguishing between the commands of God and our own code of conduct? When we get offended, we need to make sure it is only for things that God himself truly finds offensive, instead of just pontificating on the basis of our own opinions. 






 

THE HEART OF HYPOCRISY

Taking offense is not necessarily a sign of holiness. Often it is a sign of immaturity, even hypocrisy. That was clearly the case here. We know this because as Jesus proceeded to reveal what was in the Pharisee’s heart, he exposed the sin of self-righteousness. Perhaps the Holy Spirit will use what Jesus said to expose the same sinful spirit in us, bringing us to repentance. Self-examination promotes spiritual health by extracting the poison of a hypocritical heart. J. C. Ryle said:


Let me counsel every true servant of Christ to examine his own heart frequently and carefully before God. This is a practice, which is useful at all times; it is especially desirable at this present day. When the great plague of London was at its height, people took note of the smallest symptoms that appeared on their bodies in a way that they never noticed them before. A spot here, a spot there, which in time of health, men thought nothing of, received close attention when the plague was decimating families and striking down one after another! We ought to watch our hearts with double watchfulness. We ought to give more time to meditation, self-examination and reflection. It is a hurrying, bustling age; if we would keep from falling, we must take time for being frequently alone with God.3





Jesus made four specific criticisms that can help us spot the first symptoms of our own self-righteousness. When am I a hypocrite? I am a hypocrite when I am more concerned with outward appearances than inward godliness. Jesus said to his host, “Now you Pharisees cleanse the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside you are full of greed and wickedness” (Luke 11:39). 


Here Jesus drew a comparison between the Pharisee’s mealtime ritual and his true spiritual condition. When a Pharisee sat down to eat, he carefully observed the formality of wiping his cup and dish. But imagine how disgusting it would be if somebody cleaned only the outside without ever cleaning the inside. Usually I keep a drinking cup near the desk where I write. Sometimes I forget to empty it out when I travel, and upon my return, things are growing in it. Needless to say, whenever this happens I wash the inside of my cup as well as the outside!


This analogy applies to the spiritual life. Some people think it is enough to act good on the outside, no matter what they are like on the inside. The Pharisees were like that. For them the really important thing was their observable conduct—the part of their spiritual lives that other people could see. So they maintained strict outward conformity to their rules for godly conduct. They went to public worship. They made a big show of saying their prayers. They let other people know about their charitable giving. By performing these external rituals, they were cleaning the outside of their cup and dish.


What were they really like on the inside? Jesus said they were filthy! Like the scum inside a cup of foul liquid, they were full of greed and wickedness. They thought they were holy, and other people thought so too. But they were really like the people Isaiah prophesied about: “This people draw near with their mouth and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me” (Isa. 29:13). The Pharisees were only keeping up religious appearances: “Their scrupulous ritual cleansing of cups and plates from ceremonial defilement allowed them to feel they had attained to a high degree of holiness, when all the while they were doing little or nothing about the vastly more serious greed and wickedness which was filling their inner selves with real moral uncleanliness.”4 These men may have had clean hands, but they had unclean hearts.


This was foolish, and Jesus said so: “You fools! Did not he who made the outside make the inside also?” (Luke 11:40). In other words, the inside is as important to God as the outside. The soul is as important as the body, because God made them both. So God is at least as concerned about what is inside as he is with the outside. Who we are matters more than what we do. As God said to the prophet Samuel, “Man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). 


What is inside of you? Are you as good on the inside as you want people to think you are on the outside? If not, how big is the gap between your outside Christianity and your inside hypocrisy? Maybe you speak courteously to people, while inside you are thinking unkind thoughts. Maybe you never use bad language (or almost never), but your inner dialogue is laced with profanity. Maybe you resist having sex outside of marriage, but secretly feed on a forbidden lust. Maybe you spend more time talking about prayer requests than actually praying. Maybe you say you trust what God is doing, while inside you are full of angry resentment. Or maybe you are hiding some other sin that you know could be your downfall. But whatever secret sin lurks inside, understand that outward obedience without inward godliness is the heart of hypocrisy.






 

WOE TO HYPOCRISY

When else am I a hypocrite? I am a hypocrite when I am more concerned about my own little rules than about the big things that matter more to God. Jesus said, “But woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of God” (Luke 11:42). When Jesus pronounced this woe on the Pharisees—the first of three woes—he was not making a threat, but expressing his regret. “Woe” means “Alas!” Here it is a word of sadness for the sorry condition of the Pharisees, who were majoring on the minors, while completely omitting the really important things.


If anything interested the Pharisees more than hand-washing it was tithing. Tithing was something God commanded. According to the Old Testament law (e.g., Num. 18:21–24), members of the covenant community were to give one tenth of their gross income to support the worship and work of God’s house. But the Pharisees took this commandment to an excessive extreme by carefully cutting an exact tenth from their smallest herbs. This was a distinguishing characteristic of their community. Instead of making a rough overestimate in their giving to God, they calculated their offerings down to the last decimal point. 


Somewhere in all of their obsessive arithmetic, the Pharisees had lost the joy of giving generously to God. There was an even deeper problem, however. Not only were they unnecessarily precise in one small area of the law, but at the same time they were completely missing more fundamental areas of obedience. They did not love God, and they did not love their neighbors by doing justice. As J. C. Ryle explains it, “They were scrupulous to an extreme about small matters in the ceremonial law;—and yet they were utterly regardless of the simplest first principles of justice to man and love toward God.”5 The Pharisees were not defending the weak, protecting the poor, welcoming strangers, helping widows, adopting orphans, or doing any of the other things that the Bible calls justice (e.g., Isa. 1:17). While they were busy keeping one little rule, they were breaking the basic commandments of God.


This is the heart of hypocrisy: keeping the letter of the law in one or two minor areas of obedience, while at the same time neglecting the big things that matter more to God. Do not make the same mistake the Pharisees made by getting things out of proportion. Are you giving God at least 10 percent of what you own? I hope so, because by grace we should give at least as much as God’s people gave under the law. But doing justice is more important. What we do with our money is one test of our godliness, but an even better test is how we treat people in need. Who is the weak person that you are protecting, the poor person that you are helping, the stranger that you are welcoming, and the child that you are receiving into the family of God? To open your wallet without opening your heart is hypocrisy.


Confusing the little things with the big things was not the only reason that Jesus pronounced woe on the Pharisees. He also said, “Woe to you Pharisees! For you love the best seat in the synagogues and greetings in the marketplaces” (Luke 11:43).


The Pharisees were always jockeying for a better position. The men with the best reputation—the men who kept their hands pristine and their tithes precise—were given priority seating at the local synagogue. The better a man’s reputation, the closer he sat to the front, and a few privileged men even sat facing the congregation. Christians followed a similar practice in many colonial churches, like Boston’s famous Old North Church, where the box pews near the front were reserved for the most prominent men in the city. The Pharisees would have loved this kind of seating arrangement. They also loved to be greeted with special respect in the city streets. The more elaborate the greeting, the better. For them it was not enough to be greeted as a friend, but as a gentleman and a scholar, an elder and philanthropist, a doctor of sacred theology, a protector of piety, a defender of righteousness, and so on. 


This was all part of their hypocrisy. As we have seen, the Pharisees were more concerned about outward appearances than about inward godliness. So to them it was desperately important to get the recognition they thought they deserved. This was their motivation, and it helps us to see another sign of our own hypocrisy: I am a hypocrite when I crave for people to recognize my spiritual accomplishments.


We live in a competitive culture, in which people are always comparing themselves to others. Who has the latest style? Who got the highest grade? Who made the biggest financial contribution? Who won the best promotion? Sadly, we bring the same attitude into the church. We want people to notice what we are doing for the Lord. Even if we say we do not care for recognition, secretly we glory in people’s praise. If we are making progress in some spiritual discipline, we want people to know about it. We gain a sense of self-importance from our ministry, especially in comparison to others. Sometimes even the difficulties we acknowledge when we ask for prayer are a way to gain sympathy for all the hard work we are doing for God.


Then when people fail to give us the attention we think we deserve, we grow resentful. We say, “Nobody even notices what I am doing!” “I am just as gifted as so-and-so, so I should have the same place of ministry.” “I’m not sure it is worth doing this any more; here I am doing all this work, and I never get any credit.”


Jesus shows us a different way to live. He teaches us to be faithful in service, to take the lowest place, to give other people credit, to make our sacrifices in secret, to wait patiently for him to put us in the position where we belong, and to care nothing for other people’s opinions. Jesus teaches us to live this way because it is the way that he lived, all the way to the cross. But sometimes we are more like the Pharisees, wanting people to recognize our accomplishments. This is the heart of hypocrisy. We cannot seek God’s glory and our own glory at the same time. 






 

DEADLY HYPOCRISY

The last woe is the most distressing: “Woe to you! For you are like unmarked graves, and people walk over them without knowing it” (Luke 11:44). This too is hypocrisy: I am a hypocrite when I am spiritually dead inside, and no one knows, maybe not even myself.


When I was in junior high school I traveled to England with a group of students from Wheaton College. We spent a day and a night near Salisbury Cathedral. That evening some of us wandered onto the cathedral grounds and started to play Frisbee. Soon a couple of local residents walked over and told us off in proper English fashion. We were playing in a graveyard, they said, and we needed to cease and desist. As we looked around we saw that there were indeed some old flat gravestones, although they were so covered with grass that we had hardly noticed.


If we had been Israelites, touching an unmarked grave like this would have rendered us ceremonially impure for one full week. According to the regulations in the book of Numbers, anyone who touched a grave was unclean for seven days (see Num. 19:16).


Because of these regulations, the Israelites were usually very careful to whitewash their graves so that people would notice them and avoid them. But Jesus said the Pharisees were like unmarked graves. This was a condemning comparison. They were not just unclean inside, like a dirty cup, but also dead inside, like a box of rotten remains. The Scottish theologian Thomas Boston had personal experience with this when he was a young boy. His schoolhouse was in a churchyard, where he inadvertently stumbled across an open grave: “I was providentially made to see there, within an open coffin, in an unripe grave opened, the consuming body just brought to the consistence of thin mortar, and blackish; the which made an impression on me, remaining to this day . . . not to be beheld with the eye but with horror.”6


What Boston saw in that horrible grave is a stark image of spiritual death. This is what our hearts are like when we are living for God only on the outside. We may not even know it, but we are dead inside. Other people may not know it either. The week I am writing this, a prominent evangelical leader found out that one of his most trusted colleagues was involved in an adulterous relationship that had been going on for many years. The man’s wife had to redefine her husband, his children had to redefine their father, and his church had to redefine their pastor. For years his heart was dead in its hypocrisy, like an unmarked grave, and nobody even knew it. 


That is not the worst of it, however. By using this image of the unmarked grave, Jesus was also saying that the Pharisees had a corrupting influence on anyone who came into contact with them. Because they had a reputation for strict holiness, people followed their spiritual example. Yet rather than leading to holiness, this would bring them into contact with something deadly. Soon they would be guilty of the same sins the Pharisees were committing. How ironic! The very men who were trying to keep things spiritually clean were in fact sources of spiritual defilement. The hypocrisy of the Pharisees was deadly to other people’s souls.


Can you see how deadly your own hypocrisy is? Trying to be one thing on the outside when you are another thing on the inside; focusing on the little things but missing the big things; craving more recognition—these things are spiritually deadly, not just to you, but also to others. Even if nobody knows it, the corpse inside is corrupting your family, your friends, and your church. “All of us inevitably communicate what we are,” writes Kent Hughes. “We can externally do all the right religious things, . . . but we will ultimately impart what is within. The people around us will see the artificiality, the affectedness, the elitism, the anger, the hostility, the hatred, the suspicion, the sourness, the inner blasphemies. We leave our fingerprints on each other’s souls, for Christ or for unbelief.”7






 

INSIDE OUT

How sad Jesus was to see the contagious corruption of the Pharisees, as he must be sad to see our own hypocrisy. Their woeful pride in their spiritual accomplishments and their woeful lack of concern for what really mattered to God had a woeful effect on the people around them. What makes this so sad is that the Pharisees wanted to do the right thing. Yet despite all of their good intentions, they were the most spiritually dangerous people in Israel. Woe to them, and woe to us, who are like them in so many ways. 


What these men needed in order to heal their hypocritical hearts—and what every hypocrite needs—is the gospel of Jesus Christ to change us from the inside out. This is the essential difference between any merely human religion and the supernatural work of God’s Spirit. Even without God we can perform at least some acts of outward obedience. We can work a little harder to live a little better, and when we do, we may well be able to fool other people into thinking that we are righteous. But only God can give us a heart for godliness. This new heart comes from the saving work of Jesus Christ, on the basis of his death on the cross and resurrection from the dead. It is given by the Holy Spirit, who makes Christ to dwell in our hearts by faith, and who is even now working to change us from the inside out.


The powerful gospel of Jesus Christ working in the heart is the remedy for all our hypocrisy. The hypocrite is more concerned with outward appearances than inward godliness, but the gospel gives a new heart that expresses itself in a new life. Of course there always have to be some outward changes, but these come from the inside, where God is working in our hearts. What makes our lives clean is not an outward washing with water, as the Pharisees thought, but the inward cleansing of the Holy Spirit.


Jesus said to the Pharisees, “But give as alms those things that are within, and behold, everything is clean for you” (Luke 11:41). Since he had been talking about a cup and a dish, some have taken “those things that are within” as a reference to food and drink. Instead of washing the outside of our cups and dishes, we need to give what is inside them to the poor—namely, something to eat and drink.


That is true enough. However, here Jesus is speaking spiritually. The first thing we need to give to God is what is inside of us—our heart, soul, mind, and strength. Then everything else we offer to God will be acceptable in his sight. J. C. Ryle said, “Give first the offering of the inward man. Give your heart, your affections, and your will to God, as the first great alms which you bestow, and then all your other actions, proceeding from a right heart, are an acceptable sacrifice, and a clean offering in the sight of God. . . . Give yourselves first to the Lord, and then He will be pleased with your gifts.”8


The hypocrite is always hoping that people will not find out what his heart is really like. But the believer knows that what is happening on the inside is far more important than what seems to be happening on the outside. So the believer prays, as John Calvin famously prayed, “I offer you my heart, Lord, promptly and sincerely.”


The gospel also helps us know the difference between the big things and the little things, so we can give full attention to what matters most to God. When Jesus spoke to the Pharisees about tithing, he said, “These you ought to have done, without neglecting the others” (Luke 11:42). In other words, it is fine to keep giving an exact tithe, as long as you make sure to love God and to do justice. It is not either/or; it is both/and. You certainly should give God at least a tithe, even if you take it to a trivial extreme, as the Pharisees did. But you should love God most of all, and your neighbor as yourself. This love will never come from your own sinful heart. It can only come from the Savior who loved you enough to die for your sins. By his grace we have true love for God and for others.


The gospel also helps us see ourselves the way God sees us, so that it no longer matters very much what other people think. The hypocrite is always desperate for more recognition, but the gospel convinces us that nothing we do for God has any merit of its own. We want to see ourselves the way God sees us: as forgiven sinners, accepted in Christ. Whatever good there may be in us is only by the grace of God. We do not want people to praise us; we want them to praise him! One missionary learned this lesson in a powerful way when he went to China. He writes:


I was with an elderly woman who had been running from the police for many years. She had distributed thousands of Bibles without state permission. As we sat together with our translator, I learned that for her family’s security she could only arrange to see her husband once a year. What honor, what hope, had the world given to this grandmother? I told her I would carry her heroic story to America. She giggled politely behind her hand at this idea. “Oh, don’t tell them about me,” she declared hopefully. “Tell them about Jesus.”9





This is what the gospel does. It gives you true spiritual life, so that you are no longer dead inside, but wonderfully, vitally alive. It delivers you from the hypocrisy of external religiosity and pretentious piety, so that you can live with a clean, pure heart for Jesus. Only this kind of heart can offer the life of Christ to anyone else.


Are you ready to receive the new heart that God offers? You can have it right now; it is yours for the asking. If you have already asked for that new heart, are you fully ready for God to make it as holy, as pure, as clean, as genuine and sincere as he wants it to be? Let us leave this passage, as J. C. Ryle wrote,


with a settled determination to watch and pray against hypocrisy in religion. Whatever we are as Christians, let us be real, thorough, genuine, and sincere. Let us abhor all . . . affectation, and part-acting in the things of God, as that which is utterly loathsome in Christ’s eyes. We may be weak, and erring, and frail, and come far short of our aims and desires. But at any rate, if we profess to believe in Christ, let us be true.10





Yes, let us be true. Let us truly be the people we are called to be in Christ, from the inside all the way out.






1. Leon Morris, The Gospel According to St. Luke: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 203.


2. Yadayim 2.3, as quoted in R. Kent Hughes, Luke: That You May Know the Truth, 2 vols., Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998), 2:22.


3. J. C. Ryle, Churches Beware! (Darlington, UK: Evangelical Press, 1998), 76–77.


4. David Gooding, According to Luke: A New Exposition of the Third Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 231–32.


5. J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the Gospels, Luke (1858; reprint Cambridge: James Clarke, 1976), 2:45.


6. Thomas Boston, Memoirs, in The Complete Works of the Late Rev. Thomas Boston of Ettrick, ed. Samuel M’Millan, 12 vols. (London, 1853; reprint Wheaton, IL: Richard Owen Roberts, 1980), 12:14.


7. Hughes, Luke, 2:27.


8. Ryle, Luke, 2:48–49.


9. Tom White, “Jesus—Our Gift of Hope,” The Voice of the Martyrs (Dec. 2004): 2.


10. Ryle, Luke, 2:47.


 

 

50

 THE BLOOD OF THE PROPHETS

Luke 11:45–54



“Therefore also the Wisdom of God said, ‘I will send them prophets and apostles, some of whom they will kill and persecute, so that the blood of all the prophets, shed from the foundation of the world, may be charged against this generation.’” (Luke 11:49–50)


Jesus never hesitated to offend people—especially people in spiritual leadership—provided that it might do them some spiritual good. At the end of Luke 11, we see that he did not even mind offending people in their own homes.


A Pharisee invited Jesus to dinner at his home. Jesus promptly offended the man by neglecting to wash his hands, forgoing the ritual cleansing that the Pharisees considered essential to personal godliness. Then, as if that were not bad enough, Jesus proceeded to denounce the Pharisees for being more concerned with outward appearances than inward godliness. He pronounced three woes against their deadly hypocrisy. The Pharisees had a lethal influence on the people who looked to their example, and they needed to start getting honest with God about their inner sinner.


Nevertheless, what Jesus said also happened to be personally offensive and culturally inappropriate. People must have choked on their pita bread when they heard him say it. In fact, one of the men at the table tried to give Jesus the hint that he was insulting people, himself included: “One of the lawyers answered him, ‘Teacher, in saying these things you insult us also’” (Luke 11:45). The man thought that perhaps a word of caution would hinder Jesus from saying anything further. Surely he did not intend to offend a fine, upstanding, God-fearing man like himself!


If that is what the lawyer thought, he was badly mistaken. In a way, he was asking for it, because Jesus went right ahead and proceeded to offend every last lawyer in the room. Maybe what he said will offend us too, but if so, it is not because Jesus has bad etiquette, but only because he knows how badly we need to be confronted with the sinfulness of our sin.






 

WOE TO THE LEGALISTS

In his rebuttal to the lawyer, Jesus pronounced three more woes: woe to legalism, woe to murderous rebellion against the Word of God, and woe to false teaching that keeps people from hearing the gospel. By adding these woes to the ones he had already given the Pharisees, Jesus was showing the woeful condition of the men who were supposed to be Israel’s spiritual leaders.


The first woe was against legalism: “Woe to you lawyers also! For you load people with burdens hard to bear, and you yourselves do not touch the burdens with one of your fingers” (Luke 11:46).


To understand what Jesus was saying, we first need to know who the lawyers were. They were not personal injury prosecutors who sued on behalf of their clients or defense attorneys who made closing arguments in a court of law. Rather, they were Bible scholars and theologians. For the Israelites of that day, the Old Testament was God’s law for daily life. In order to help people follow that law, certain men devoted their lives to interpreting and applying the Holy Scriptures. The men who did this analysis and exegesis were the lawyers; they were teachers of the law.


What, then, was the difference between these lawyers and the Pharisees? Whereas the term “Pharisee” referred to a religious party—almost like today’s Christian denominations—the term “lawyer” referred to a professional occupation. Some lawyers were Pharisees, but not all of them, because not all lawyers followed the customs of the Pharisees. There were also some Pharisees who were lawyers; they were Bible scholars by profession. Yet many Pharisees were involved in some other line of work. In fact, many of them were lay people. 


To give a contemporary analogy, we might compare the Pharisees to fundamentalists and the lawyers to seminary professors. Obviously, not all fundamentalists are seminary professors (most of them do something else for a living), and not all seminary professors are fundamentalists (some are liberals, for example). But some people are both. That was the situation here. Some of the guests around the dinner table were lawyers; some were Pharisees; and some were lawyers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees.


Each group had its own characteristic sins. The lawyers were guilty of legalism. Jesus said they loaded people with heavy burdens. In other words, in their interpretation and application of God’s law, they came up with all kinds of picky rules that people had to follow—“the traditions of the elders.” For example, the law commanded God’s people “to remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy” (Ex. 20:8). But how, exactly, was this command to be obeyed? To give just one example, here is what the lawyers said about carrying something on the Sabbath: A man may not carry an object “in his right hand or in his left hand, in his bosom or on his shoulder.” However, he may carry it “on the back of his hand, or with his foot or with his mouth or with his elbow, or in his ear or in his hair or in his wallet (carried) mouth downwards, or between his wallet and his shirt, or in the hem of his shirt, or in his shoe or in his sandal.”1


Supposedly such rules were intended to help people follow God’s law, but in fact they had a harmful effect on the spiritual life of the covenant community. Although they believed that they were teaching people God’s will, in fact the lawyers were adding fallible human regulations to the infallible Word of God. By doing this, they were distracting people from what God truly wanted them to hear and to do. In fact, some Bible scholars believed—there is a saying about this in the Mishnah—that what the scribes said was more important than the Scripture itself because what they required was clearer!2 Rather than upholding the law, therefore, the lawyers were actually undermining it by putting something else in its place. 


As a result of this kind of thinking, people began to obey the rules of men rather than the laws of God. They were led to believe that such legalistic obedience was necessary for their salvation. In the words of one old commentator, the lawyers laid down “many vexatious and trifling rules” that people had to keep “if they would be saved.”3 This weighed people down with a heavy burden of man-made religion. “So complicated were these rules and regulations,” writes David Gooding, “that one would have needed to be a highly qualified lawyer oneself to know whether one was breaking the law or not; and a serious attempt to keep the rules turned moral and religious duty into an intolerable burden.”4 Imagine being held accountable to a study Bible produced by the Internal Revenue Service, and you will get some idea what this was like. It was virtually impossible for any ordinary person to know everything the lawyers required, let alone actually to do it.


To make matters worse, the lawyers did nothing to help people who were struggling under the weight of this burden. They did not lift even one little finger to help. Instead of giving more grace, they kept laying down more law, and then they looked down on people who failed to keep it. Meanwhile, they themselves knew all the loopholes, so that they could usually figure out a way to avoid keeping any law they did not want to keep. Again, it was like the IRS: the better you knew the regulations, the less you had to pay. So, for example, a man who knew all the Pharisaic rules for keeping the Sabbath could find a way to carry what he needed wherever he wanted it to go.


The poor example of these spiritual leaders is a warning to pastors and elders and anyone else in spiritual authority. We must not hold people to a standard that goes beyond the plain teaching of Scripture. This is one of the problems with the Roman Catholic Church: it raises human tradition to the level of divine truth. It is also the problem with many step-by-step methods for spiritual improvement in the evangelical church. Rather than living by faith and obedience to biblical principles, people slavishly adhere to some human method for spiritual growth or family management. This is the problem too with all the unwritten rules we have for our own style of living the Christian life, with all of its personal preferences. We pay more attention to our human traditions than to the will of God. Ironically, rather than upholding the law, our legalism always destroys it. 


Furthermore, we must not hold people to a standard that we are not striving to reach ourselves. This is part of what Jesus meant when he accused the lawyers of not shouldering the burden. If we tell people to be holy, we must be holy; if we tell them to be pure, we must be pure; if we tell them to make sacrifices, we must make sacrifices. Not that we must attain perfection before we can even begin teaching the will of God. If that were the case, then no one could ever teach at all. But our works must agree with our words; what we practice must be consistent with what we preach. Our calling is to help people glorify God, and we will never do that by weighing them down with all kinds of legalistic expectations that we do not even try to meet ourselves.


Above all, we must not present the Christian faith as a law to keep rather than a gospel to believe. The obedience we offer is not some desperate attempt to gain God’s favor, but a grateful response to the salvation he has provided through the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ. When we turn to Jesus in faith—trusting him to forgive our sins and give us eternal life—he releases us from the oppressive burden of legalistic righteousness so that we are free to live for the glory of God. Jesus says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matt. 11:28–30).






 

WOE TO THE REBELS

Jesus pronounced a second woe against the teachers of the law for their murderous rebellion against the Word of God. He began by pointing to the splendid tombs they were then building for the ancient prophets. “Woe to you!” Jesus said. “For you build the tombs of the prophets whom your fathers killed. So you are witnesses and you consent to the deeds of your fathers, for they killed them, and you build their tombs” (Luke 11:47–48).


Today visitors to Jerusalem can see similar tombs in the Kidron Valley, built in the memory of various prophets from the Old Testament. Making these memorials was considered a pious act, a way to honor the ministry of Israel’s former prophets. It was also a way to atone for the sins of their fathers, who had put so many of those noble prophets to death. So people said. Yet Jesus saw things rather differently. As far as he was concerned, when people built these tombs they were finishing the work their forefathers had only started. This was a case of “like father, like son.” In effect, the people of Jesus’ generation were becoming unwitting accomplices to the murder of the very men they sought to honor. Rather than honoring the prophets by building these tombs, they were joining their ancestors in killing them. Here is how one scholar paraphrased what Jesus was saying: “They killed the prophets: you make sure they are dead.”5


The tombs themselves were not the issue. The issue was the rebellion in the hearts of the spiritual leaders as they refused to listen to God’s Word. It was much easier for them to live in the past by admiring some dead prophet than it was to live for God in the present by doing what the prophet said. The lawyers of that day made a grand show of outward piety, but their hearts were far from God. They had the same sinful attitudes as their fathers before them, and thus they shared in their guilt. They had the same ungodly lifestyle as the people whom the prophets had criticized throughout the Old Testament. They were guilty of pride, hypocrisy, and injustice. Therefore, even while they tried to honor the prophets with their tombs, they dishonored them with their lives.


The proof would come in what these men did with the greatest prophet of all. Jesus showed this by taking the history of the prophets and connecting it to the world-changing events of his own time:


Therefore also the Wisdom of God said, “I will send them prophets and apostles, some of whom they will kill and persecute,” so that the blood of all the prophets, shed from the foundation of the world, may be charged against this generation, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who perished between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, it will be required of this generation. (Luke 11:49–51)


 


When Jesus spoke about the “Wisdom of God,” he was not referring to some extrabiblical book, as some have speculated, but to the wise counsel of God’s sovereign will. Here the Son is lifting the veil on the Father’s purpose in sending the prophets. Why did God send his people the prophets? He sent them to teach the will of God, of course, but he did it with full knowledge that they would be persecuted and killed. This was God’s plan, in all its wisdom: he would send prophets to his people, and his people would put them to death.


The history of the ancient prophets is a litany of suffering. It began with the murder of Abel, who was killed by his brother because he believed in the need for blood atonement (Gen. 4:1–8). It ended with Zechariah, who was stoned in the courtyard of the temple when he rebuked people for breaking God’s law (see 2 Chron. 24:20–22). According to the Hebrew Scriptures, which traditionally ended with 2 Chronicles, Zechariah was the last of the martyrs. In between Abel and Zechariah were all the other suffering prophets: Joseph, who was abandoned by his brothers; Elijah, who was persecuted by his king and queen; Jeremiah, who was thrown into a pit and left to die; and all the rest of them. Again and again the Israelites rejected the messengers of their salvation.


The sufferings of all the prophets would culminate in the death of Jesus Christ. His crucifixion would be the nadir of their persecution. Jesus of Nazareth was the greatest of all the prophets and the clearest revelation of the gospel. As the Son of God, he was the Word of God. In his public ministry he proclaimed the true gospel message of repentance and faith. So what would they do with him? Here Luke gives us another hint that he would be despised and rejected, a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. Here Jesus himself bears witness that the guilt of his blood would be charged against the people of his generation.


Like all the words of Christ, this prophecy came true. The leaders of Israel—the lawyers and the Bible scholars—were the very ones who arrested Jesus in the middle of the night, brought him up on a false accusation, dragged him before Pilate, incited the crowds against him, and demanded his death. When they did this, they took full responsibility for it, uttering some of the most chilling words ever spoken: “His blood be on us and on our children!” (Matt. 27:25). By putting Jesus to death, they became guilty for the blood of the Son of God.


It was not just the blood of Jesus that was charged against them, however; it was also the blood of all the prophets. All of the prophets testified about Jesus. So when the lawyers killed Jesus, they were in murderous rebellion against all the prophets of God. In consenting to murder God’s Son, they were “more guilty than their ancestors because of their rejection of the greater prophets and apostles. Rightly and justly then the vengeance would fall on this generation for the murders of all the prophets from the beginning of the world.”6


We should take encouragement from the woe that Jesus pronounced on these men because it shows that God is holy and just. Everyone who persecutes Christ and his church will be held accountable. God will not forget the sufferings of his people. Justice will be required. The guilt of righteous blood will be charged against them.


But we too should be warned. This woe is mainly for people who think that they are righteous, as the lawyers did, and as we probably do. Do we honor the prophets, or are we in rebellion against the words that they spoke for God? We most truly honor the prophets, not by venerating them, but by obeying them. The way to honor Hosea is to worship God with our love rather than with burnt offerings (see Hos. 6:6–7). The way to honor Amos is to give the needy a pair of sandals and to raise the poor from the dust (see Amos 2:6). The way to honor Micah is to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with our God (see Micah 6:8). The way to honor Habakkuk is to live by faith (see Hab. 2:4). The best way to honor God’s messengers is not by erecting their tombs, but by living the way they taught us to live. Otherwise, we too are in rebellion against the Word of God.


What is the best way for us to honor Jesus Christ as the greatest Prophet of all? We honor him by confessing the guilt of our sin—the sin that sent him to the bloody cross—and by claiming his blood as our atonement. We honor him by knowing him for sure as the Son of God and Savior of sinners. We honor him by living on the basis of his grace rather than our own extrabiblical law.






 

WOE TO THE FALSE TEACHERS

Jesus had one last woe to pronounce against the teachers of the law. He said woe to their legalism, woe to their murderous rebellion against the Word of God, and finally woe to their distortion of the gospel: “Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away the key of knowledge. You did not enter yourselves, and you hindered those who were entering” (Luke 11:52). 


This was highly ironic. The lawyers were called to lead people to salvation. Because they taught the Scriptures, they were supposed to hold the key to saving knowledge. But Jesus said they had taken the key away. Now, because they had lost the key, they themselves could not enter eternal life. Even worse, they were keeping other people from entering as well. The very men who were supposed to usher people to God were blocking the way! They spent all their time reading, studying, debating, and teaching the Bible; yet rather than making its message clear, they were only confusing people about the truth.


So what is the key of knowledge, the secret that unlocks the mysteries of salvation? Jesus Christ is the key, just as he is the way, and the truth, and the life. The key to saving knowledge is the grace that God offers to guilty sinners through Jesus Christ. The way to be saved—the way to have eternal life—is not by works of our own obedience. Rather, it is to confess our sins and put our trust in Christ alone for our salvation. As Cyril of Alexandria said in one of the first commentaries on the Gospel of Luke, the key of knowledge is “justification in Christ.”7


According to Jesus, the lawyers should have known this. After all, they were the ones who knew the Scriptures which taught that God would raise up a Prophet to save his people from their sins. Therefore, they should repent of their sins and trust in the saving mercy of their God. This was the whole message of the Bible, and now it was fulfilled in Jesus. Really, the lawyers should have been proving from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ. Instead, they were busy putting all kinds of extra religious demands on people, as if they could be saved by their own obedience. Because the lawyers did not trust Jesus by faith, they discouraged other people from trusting him too.


This woe teaches us to trust in Christ alone for our salvation. He is the key to everything, and without the key we cannot enter eternal life. The only true and saving knowledge of God comes through Jesus Christ. Only through him can we ever be saved. Once we understand this, we need to do everything we can to help other people understand it too, especially if we have any kind of teaching responsibility in the church. Woe to us if we take away the key of knowledge. 


How are we tempted to do this? What are some of the ways that we might hinder people from coming to Christ? Here are a few suggestions. We take away the key of knowledge when:


	We fail to be clear and simple in telling people about Jesus.

	We speak about the business of the church but not about the saving work of Jesus Christ.

	We add works to faith as the basis for our standing before God.

	We focus on outward religious rituals rather than the inward transforming work of the Holy Spirit.

	We treat the Bible as a text to analyze rather than as a Word from God to believe and obey.

	We get caught up in complex theological arguments that are not vitally connected to the person of Jesus Christ.

	We so overemphasize one particular doctrine that we distort the message of salvation.

	We confuse our Christianity with our politics.



We also take away the key of knowledge when in our fear and indifference we fail to give people the gospel at all.






 

WOE IS ME!

Given everything that Jesus said at the Pharisee’s house, can you even imagine the tension around the table as the dinner party ended? By the time Jesus was through, he had offended everyone at the table, exposing each person’s hypocrisy, pride, hatred, and legalism. He had accused them all of keeping people away from God and contaminating others with the deadly corruption of their ungodly hearts. No wonder they wanted to kill him! “As he went away from there, the scribes and the Pharisees began to press him hard and to provoke him to speak about many things, lying in wait for him, to catch him in something he might say” (Luke 11:53–54).


In saying this, Luke is giving us another premonition of the crucifixion; he is preparing us for Good Friday and the cross. At the end of chapter 9 Jesus had set his face toward Jerusalem (Luke 9:51), and from that point on, he came into increasing conflict with the leaders of Israel. With murderous hostility, they tried to get him to say something to incriminate himself. They were after him like a wild beast, for the vocabulary that Luke uses comes from the world of hunting and trapping. Like stalkers in the underbrush, they were waiting to pounce on Jesus, catching him unawares.


This proved the truth of what Jesus had been saying about the hostility of these men. They hated Jesus, and even though they never caught him doing anything wrong, they went right ahead and put him to death, so that his blood was charged to their account. When Jesus offended them, it only made them angry, and many of them took their outrage with them all the way to hell!


What should they have done instead? When Jesus offended them, they could have responded a different way altogether, the way that we should respond when the words of Jesus offend our own self-righteous pride. We do well to respond the way Isaiah did when God pronounced woe against the people of his day. At the end of Luke 11 Jesus pronounces six woes on the leaders of Israel, three against the Pharisees and three against the lawyers. This is reminiscent of Isaiah 5, where God pronounces six woes against the wickedness of his people. In both cases, we might wonder where the seventh woe is. In the Bible things often come in sevens, so is there a missing woe?


In Isaiah the seventh and final woe comes in chapter 6, when the prophet says, “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” (Isa. 6:5). Isaiah knew that in God’s eyes he was just as guilty as anyone else. Therefore, rather than being offended by what God said about his sin, he repented of it, and was saved.


If the lawyers and Pharisees had made the same confession, they would have given true honor to the example of the prophet Isaiah, and they too would have been saved. But rather than pronouncing woe upon themselves, they plotted to put Jesus to death.


What choice will you make?


Do not put Jesus away as the lawyers wanted to do. Instead, fill in the missing woe and say, “Woe is me, Lord, for I am the heartless legalist, I am the hateful rebel who hinders people from coming to Christ. God, save me by the cross where my sins sent Jesus to die.” On that bloodstained cross the greatest of all prophets took the woe of our sin upon himself, and by the mercy of that cross we may be saved from all our self-righteous sins.
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 UNAFRAID AND UNASHAMED

Luke 12:1–12


“And I tell you, everyone who acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man also will acknowledge before the angels of God, but the one who denies me before men will be denied before the angels of God.” (Luke 12:8–9)


Elizabeth’s story is a profile in Christian courage. She was raised in a small village in Southeast Asia, where her parents taught her to trust God for her daily needs and where she dreamed of getting a good education. When she was sixteen, a relative offered to help her find a high-paying job in another country, so that she could help her family and earn the money she needed for college.


What Elizabeth did not know, however, was that her relative would betray her into the sex trade. When she reached the border, she was sold into slavery and taken to a house of prostitution, where she was raped by customer after customer.


Seven months later, by the mercy of God, investigators from the International Justice Mission found Elizabeth and persuaded the local police to raid the brothel where she was being held against her will. When her rescuers arrived, they found the following words written on the wall of her room: “The Lord is my light and my salvation. Whom shall I fear? The Lord is the strength of my life. Of whom shall I be afraid?”1


From where does this kind of courage come? How can a suffering young girl, living in Satan-infested squalor, hold on to her fearless hope that God will save her? To apply this more personally, how can we, who are so easily intimidated by even the slightest hostility to our Christian faith, learn to live with the same courageous confidence?






 

THE LEAVEN OF HYPOCRISY

At the beginning of Luke 12 Jesus teaches his disciples at least five valuable lessons about how to live unafraid and unashamed. The first lesson is that I am ready to take a strong stand for Christ when my heart is free from hypocrisy.


Jesus had been having dinner with some religious leaders, and over the course of the meal he denounced their deadly hypocrisy. By the time they were finished having dinner—if they even made it to dessert—they wanted to catch Jesus and kill him. This is the context for what Jesus said: “In the meantime, when so many thousands of the people had gathered together that they were trampling one another, he began to say to his disciples first, ‘Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy’” (Luke 12:1).


So many people were coming to hear Jesus that it was becoming a mob scene. But before speaking to the masses, Jesus gave some personal instructions to his disciples. From this point on, he was in mortal danger from his enemies. Eventually his disciples would be in danger, too. But rather than being afraid of what the Pharisees might do to their bodies, Jesus told them to watch out for their souls. The real threat was spiritual, so Jesus warned his disciples to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees.


Leaven is yeast that works its way through the dough and makes bread rise. In the Bible it is a common image for something small that spreads silently, almost secretly, but ultimately pervasively—like the kingdom of God, for example (Luke 13:20–21). The image is usually negative, however, and often relates to sin. Here Jesus uses it for hypocrisy, which is the reality gap between our outward appearance of godliness and the sinner that lives inside. The Pharisees had a reputation for righteousness, but their hearts were far from God. Jesus knew that like the yeast in a batch of dough, their deadly hypocrisy would gradually work its way into other people’s hearts. If the disciples were not careful, soon they would be Pharisees too—making an outward show of their religious rituals without loving God from the heart. 


We need to beware of the same danger. How easy it is to say things and do things that make us seem more spiritual than we really are. We try to leave people with the impression that we are active in ministry and faithful in our commitment to Christ, when in fact our hearts may well be growing colder to the things of God. How easy it is to be a hypocrite . . . and how deadly! J. C. Ryle described Pharisaism as a “subtle leaven,” which “once received into the heart infects the whole character of a man’s Christianity.”2 If we claim to follow Christ, then we need to be who we seem to be and strive earnestly to become the people God wants us to become in Christ.


One reason to pursue this kind of integrity is that the day will come when the real condition of our hearts is truly known. Jesus said, “Nothing is covered up that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known. Therefore whatever you have said in the dark shall be heard in the light, and what you have whispered in private rooms shall be proclaimed on the housetops” (Luke 12:2–3). In other words, it will all come out in the end; all our secret sins will be revealed. We may be able to cover our tracks for a little while, but we cannot hide our hypocrisy forever.


Sin often gets exposed in this life. The student gets caught handing in somebody else’s work; the executive gets caught fixing the books; the church leader gets caught using pornography; the mother gets caught abusing her child. When they get caught, everyone knows the truth. What was concealed gets revealed. What was kept in the dark is brought to light. What was whispered in secret is reported on the evening news. It happens every day.


But even the sins that do not get exposed in this life will be revealed at the last judgment. We cannot hide them forever. God is omniscient; he knows all things. The Bible says he “will bring every deed into judgment, with every secret thing, whether good or evil” (Eccl. 12:14; cf. Rom. 2:16). There will be full disclosure. It will all come to light: every proud conceit, petty theft, angry word, abusive blow, lustful fantasy, thought of self-pity, spin of the truth, and whisper of gossip. 


What is your secret, and when will it be exposed? If we do not confess our sins, including the ones that nobody else knows about, then we will live in fear of being discovered. The only way to be unafraid and unashamed is to make a full confession, trusting God to forgive our sins through Jesus Christ. The Scriptures say, “Whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper, but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy” (Prov. 28:13). Then, once we have confessed our sins, we will be ready to take a strong stand for Christ.






 

FEAR ITSELF

We need to be free from the hypocrisy of secret sin. We also need to fear God more than we fear other people. This too will enable us to be courageous for Christ. I am ready to take a strong spiritual stand when I fear God more than I fear other people. Here is how Jesus made the comparison: “I tell you, my friends, do not fear those who kill the body, and after that have nothing more that they can do. But I will warn you whom to fear: fear him who, after he has killed, has authority to cast into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him!” (Luke 12:4–5).


We cannot eliminate fear altogether. It is part of our frailty as fallen creatures living in a vast universe ruled by a sovereign God. Our souls were made for eternity. How can we help but fear our own mortality?


There is more than one kind of fear, however—a wrong fear and a right fear. Jesus tells us not to fear people who can harm only our bodies. This is a hard teaching because we love our bodies and instinctively protect them any way we can. We are afraid of physical pain and shudder at the prospect of death. Nevertheless, Jesus tells us not to be afraid of people who can only kill our bodies. Clearly he is drawing a distinction between this life and the life to come. For the believer, death is only temporary. Therefore, our real concern ought to be what will happen to us in eternity. If we belong to God through faith in Jesus Christ, we know that death will be our entrance into glory. “What terror of death can assail us,” wrote Cyril of Alexandria, “now that life has abolished death? Christ is the resurrection and the life.”3


If we should not be afraid of people who can kill us, then far less should we fear people who can only scorn us. Many Christians are far too easily frightened. They are afraid to take a moral stand at work that might cost them their careers. They are afraid to defend a consistent Christian position in the college classroom, or the faculty lounge. They are afraid to challenge their friends when they are going in the wrong spiritual direction. They are afraid to talk to strangers about the gospel. But Jesus said we should not even fear people who could put us to death; we should not be afraid of them.


There is only one right and proper fear, and that is the fear of God. When Jesus speaks here about someone who “has authority to cast into hell” (Luke 12:5), he is not talking about Satan; he is talking about almighty God! Hell is not Satan’s dominion, but only his prison. God is the one who has authority over heaven and hell.


This is one of several places where Jesus speaks frankly about hell. The word he uses relates to the physical geography of Israel. Gehenna, as the place was called, was a valley outside Jerusalem. It was a ravine of smoking refuse, an accursed place of perpetual burning. The Bible uses this God-forsaken valley to describe the torments of hell as an everlasting fire. Some people may not believe in hell, including some people who call themselves Christians, but Jesus certainly did! Jesus plainly taught that God will banish unrepentant sinners to hell; therefore, he is to be feared.


Fearing God is far from popular these days. If people are looking for God at all, they are hoping to find a more user-friendly deity. They no longer worship God with reverent trembling, not even in church. Instead, they worship with casual triviality. But Jesus said that God is to be feared. He is to be treated with respect and awe, because he holds the power of eternal judgment.


When we tremble at God’s authority over heaven and hell, we are ready to defend his cause in the world, little fearing what other people will think. We will be like John Knox, the man who brought the Reformation to Scotland. Knox never backed down from a challenge, spiritual or otherwise. He wielded his sword in battle; he rebuked reigning monarchs; he turned the heart of his nation back to God. At the end, as his body was lowered into the ground, someone at the graveside pronounced Knox’s epitaph: “Here lies one who feared God so much that he never feared the face of man.”4


The first disciples were men of such courage. According to the New Testament, they boldly preached the gospel all over the ancient world. According to tradition, all of them also died violent deaths, except for John. They faced suffering with great courage—defying their enemies—because Jesus taught them to fear God more than anything or anyone else.


When John Hooper was sentenced to die for preaching the gospel during the English Reformation, some of his friends encouraged him to recant. If only he would deny the gospel of justification by faith, the Roman Catholic Church would be satisfied, and his life would be spared. But Hooper was viewing things from an eternal perspective, and thus he did not fear those who could only kill his body. “Life is sweet,” he said, “and death is bitter. But eternal life is more sweet, and eternal death is more bitter.”5 When we learn to make this taste comparison ourselves, we will have the courage of our Christian convictions.






 

HIS EYE IS ON THE SPARROW


Whenever we talk about the fear of God, there is always the danger of a serious misunderstanding. We should fear God with reverence and awe, but if we belong to him through faith in Jesus Christ, we should never be afraid that God is out to harm us. On the contrary, he has promised to love us to the very end. So after warning about hell, Jesus went on to tell his disciples not to be afraid of God, but to trust in his gracious care: “Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? And not one of them is forgotten before God. Why, even the hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not; you are of more value than many sparrows” (Luke 12:6–7).


By clearly distinguishing between two different kinds of fear, Jesus gave his disciples another basis for Christian courage. The same God who holds the power of judgment is also the God who knows me and loves me. Far from getting ready to throw me into hell, he is watching over me to keep me safe forever. Knowing this helps me to be a more courageous Christian. I am able to take a strong stand for Christ when I fully trust that God knows me and cares about me. 


Jesus proves this point by making a famous comparison between a sparrow and one of his disciples. Sparrows are a dime a dozen. We can see how little they are worth by comparing Luke to Matthew, where Jesus says that two sparrows are “sold for a penny” (Matt. 10:29). This almost seems like a contradiction: in Matthew Jesus says two for a penny, while in Luke he says five for two pennies. But anyone who knows anything about marketing can explain the discrepancy. Sparrows cost a penny a pair, but if you bought two pair at the market, the seller would give you a volume discount and throw in an extra sparrow. A sparrow is such a little bird that it is worth next to nothing. Yet God never forgets even a single sparrow. He sees them safely hatch from their shells. He scatters the seed that provides their daily food. When they fall to the ground, he knows where they lie. One prison inmate was inspired by watching the sparrows flit around the barbed wire outside his prison cell. Most of the sad and broken men around him despaired of ever finding freedom. But the sparrows gave the prisoner gospel hope:


Yet I am happy and I’m free
 Though tombed within this Hell,
 For mighty acts of God I see
 Through cold bars of my cell.


 


For sparrows play outside my wall
 And flit from fence to tree;
 I know He grieves their every fall
 And He is here with me.6


 


Martin Luther observed that when Jesus compared us to sparrows, he was “making the birds our schoolmasters and teachers.” In the gospel, Luther said, the sparrow becomes “a theologian and a preacher to the wisest of men.”7


For if God takes such good care of sparrows, what will he do for us? God knows everything about us, down to the very last hair on our heads. Scientists say that the average person has at least one hundred thousand hairs. Every last one of those hundred thousand hairs is known by God—a remarkable testimony to his divine omniscience! God knows everything about us. Nothing in our lives is too small for him to notice, or so insignificant that it is unworthy of his attention.


God uses this vast knowledge for our benefit, because we are far more precious to him than “many sparrows” (Luke 12:7). This expression preserves the dignity of the birds as his creatures. But people are worth far more to him because we are made in his very image and likeness. Now God has placed his ultimate valuation on us through the cross where Christ died for our sins. If God loves the little sparrows, how much more does he love us! “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32).


Knowing God’s love and care for us is a comfort to all our fears. Every time we see a sparrow—which is every day, if we will take the trouble to notice—we see a creature that is known by God, individually. If his eye is on the sparrow, then we know for sure that he watches us. The God we revere is a God who knows us and loves us. He will be with us in times of trouble. He will provide for our daily needs. He will give us guidance for the future. He will rescue our broken relationships. He will heal the deep wounds in our heart. Rather than holding back, therefore—refusing to take some bold step of faith because secretly we fear that God will let us down—we should have courageous confidence that God is always watching over us.






 

CONFESSING CHRIST

As reassuring as it is to know that God will remember us in this lifetime, it is infinitely more important for him to acknowledge us in the life to come. So Jesus gives us this promise: “And I tell you, everyone who acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man also will acknowledge before the angels of God, but the one who denies me before men will be denied before the angels of God” (Luke 12:8–9).


With these words, Jesus again puts our relationship with him into eternal perspective. He summons us to the tribunal of heaven, where the greatest of all judges holds court with all his angels. Then Jesus connects what he will say about us at the final judgment to what we say about him here on earth, teaching a fourth lesson in courageous Christianity: I am unafraid and unashamed when I know that if I stand up for Jesus now, Jesus will stand up for me later. 


To acknowledge Jesus before men is to be open and honest about our total life-commitment to him as our Savior and our Lord. It is to show that we are Christians by the things that we do and we say. It is to work for Christ, play for Christ, and witness for Christ in our daily lives. It is to make a verbal confession of our faith, both inside and outside the church. The Scripture says, “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (Rom. 10:9). To confess Christ is to do all these things regardless what persecution or opposition we may suffer.


Jesus has promised that if we do this, then he will acknowledge us at the last day. What comfort this brings to the soul! When we stand before God for judgment, all of our secrets will be revealed. We will be condemned by the law, condemned by our sin, and condemned by Satan himself. But if we confess Christ, then the very Son of God will rise to our defense. He will testify that we belong to him by faith. He will claim that through his death on the cross he has taken our shame upon himself and fearlessly paid the full penalty for our sin. He will plead for his Father to declare us righteous in his sight. And he will win our case, because his appeal will be based on God’s own justice and mercy. The very justice of God will demand our justification.


If Jesus has promised to do all this for us, then we should have the courage to do all that we can for him. J. C. Ryle said:


The difficulty of confessing Christ is undoubtedly very great. It never was easy at any period. It never will be easy as long as the world stands. It is sure to entail on us laughter, ridicule, contempt, mockery, enmity, and persecution. . . . The world which hated Christ will always hate true Christians. But whether we like it or not, whether it be hard or easy, our course is perfectly clear. In one way or another Christ must be confessed.8


 


But what if we do not confess Christ? What if we are not willing to acknowledge him in a church service, or in a class at school, or in the break room at work, or over the counter at the pharmacy, or anywhere else? What if we are ashamed to be known as Christians? What if we are afraid to take a public stand for Christ on the crucial issues of our day, such as homosexual marriage, for example, or the claim that Jesus is the only way to God? What will become of us then? 


If we do not confess Christ, we deny him, and if we deny him, he will deny us. This is only fair, but it is also frightening, because Jesus will deny us when it matters most of all: at the final judgment. “The one who denies me before men,” he says, “will be denied before the angels of God” (Luke 12:9). On the day when all secrets are revealed before the throne of God, Jesus will not testify that we belong to him or claim the merits of his death on our behalf. Instead, he will send us to hell—and all because we were too afraid to make our stand for Christ.


This ought to lead to some serious self examination. Am I confessing Jesus Christ, or denying him? If I have been denying him, I need to offer full repentance for my sin and make a true confession of my faith. If I do this, God will forgive me, for Jesus said, “everyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven” (Luke 12:10). However, Jesus also went on to give this sober warning: “but the one who blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven” (Luke 12:10). This is a hard verse to understand. What does it mean?


To speak against the Son of Man is to speak against Jesus Christ without fully understanding who he is or what he has done. Obviously it must not be the kind of full and final denial that Jesus was talking about in verse 9. Nevertheless, it is still a sin—a sin of weakness that God can and will forgive. A good example of such forgiveness is the forgiveness Jesus offered the men who taunted him on the cross, saying, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34).


Somehow blasphemy against the Holy Spirit must be a different and more serious sin. From similar passages in Matthew and Mark, it appears to be the sin of someone who knows that Jesus is the Christ, but attributes his power to Satan instead (see Matt. 12:31–32; Mark 3:28–30). According to one old commentator, the sin here “must consist in a conscious, willful, intentional blasphemy of the clearly recognized revelation of God’s grace in Christ through the Holy Ghost, a revelation which nevertheless out of hate and hostility is ascribed to the devil.”9 It is of the very nature of the case that such a person—hardened by sin—will not be forgiven, not because of any deficiency in God’s grace, but because such a person denies the only gospel that can ever save anyone. The great Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck thus described blasphemy against the Holy Spirit as 


a sin against the Gospel in its clearest revelation, . . . not in doubting or simply denying the truth, but in a denial which goes against the conviction of the intellect, against the enlightenment of conscience, against the dictates of the heart; in a conscious, willful, and intentional imputation to the influence and working of Satan of that which is clearly recognized as God’s work, . . . . in a willful declaration that the Holy Ghost is the Spirit of the abyss, that truth is a lie, and that Christ is Satan himself.10


 


The blood of Christ is sufficient for any sinner who truly repents—even a sinner who on occasion has denied the name of Christ. But if instead of believing the gospel a sinner stubbornly persists in repudiating Jesus and even calling him the devil, how can he be forgiven?






 

THE HELP OF THE SPIRIT

Rather than committing unforgivable blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, Jesus calls us to believe the witness of the Spirit and to rely on his assistance whenever we speak for Christ. This is a final basis for Christian courage: I am ready to take a strong stand for Christ when I trust the Holy Spirit to help me in my witness.


When Jesus told his disciples to be unafraid and unashamed, he did not expect them to do this in their own strength. On the contrary, he promised that his Spirit would be with them to help them: “And when they bring you before the synagogues and the rulers and the authorities, do not be anxious about how you should defend yourself or what you should say, for the Holy Spirit will teach you in that very hour what you ought to say” (Luke 12:11–12).


Jesus was preparing his disciples for persecution. In coming days they would be dragged before various religious and political authorities—both Jewish and Gentile—and they would be forced to defend their faith. In fact, this began to happen only days after Jesus ascended into heaven, when Peter and John were arrested by the temple police and hauled before the Sanhedrin (Acts 4:1ff.). Under the threat of such opposition, it would be tempting for them to be afraid—if not of the persecution itself, then of failing to be a good witness for Christ. Jesus told them not to worry, however, because the Holy Spirit would teach them what to say.


God fulfilled this promise. Every time the apostles appeared in court, they had another opportunity to proclaim the gospel. We see this again and again in the book of Acts. The apostles fearlessly preached in the power of the Spirit, and many people were saved through their ministry.


Although this promise was especially for the apostles, it also applies to other believers. We too can trust the Holy Spirit to help us whenever we witness for Christ. Yet many Christians are reluctant to share their faith because they are afraid that they will not know what to say. How can we overcome this sinful fear and become bolder in our evangelism?


Part of the answer is to be better prepared to give a simple presentation of the gospel. As the Scripture says—and this comes from Peter, who also knew what it meant to trust the Spirit—we always need to be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in us (1 Peter 3:15). But there are some situations for which it is impossible to prepare. When that happens, we can trust the Spirit to help us. We do not need to know all the Bible verses, have all the answers, or even persuade people to repent and believe the gospel. All we need to do is speak a word for Christ and pray that the Holy Spirit will use what we say—however inadequate—to do his saving work in people’s lives.


This is where true spiritual courage comes from. It comes from freely confessing our sins, fearing God more than we fear other people, trusting the watchful care of the Father, knowing that Jesus will defend us at the final judgment, and depending on the help of the Holy Spirit.


One man who struggled to have the courage of his Christian convictions was Thomas Cranmer, the famous archbishop of Canterbury and author of the Book of Common Prayer. Cranmer was at the forefront of the English Reformation, and served Christ faithfully for many years. But when Bloody Mary took the throne, the Roman Catholic Church condemned Cranmer to die. He was forced to watch in anguish as his friends Hugh Latimer and Nicholas Ridley were burned at the stake in the center of Oxford. For a time Cranmer faltered. Fearing the pains of his body more than the authority of his God, he recanted his faith in the gospel. He did this, writes one of his biographers, because he saw “the poignant contrast between the pleasant prospect of life and the vivid horror of an agonizing death.”11


Happily, on the eve of his execution, Cranmer’s courage returned. He repented of his sin and retracted all his recantations. As he looked to eternity, he realized that he feared God more than he feared the queen of England or the fiery pains of death. And by the help of the Holy Spirit, Cranmer went to his death making one last courageous confession of his faith in Jesus Christ. In his farewell remarks he exhorted people “to care less for this world and more for God and the world to come,” and not to fear the queen, but only the power of God. 12


God is not asking you to burn at the stake (not yet, at any rate). He is asking you to do some things that are far less painful, like taking a stand for righteousness at work, or telling a friend about Jesus, or giving your life to Christian service. Do not hold back, but have the courage to take your stand for Christ, unafraid and unashamed.
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52

 A FOOL AND HIS MONEY

Luke 12:13–21


“But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’ So is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God.” (Luke 12:20–21)


John Grisham’s novel The Testament opens with the dying words of a man who will soon be parted from all his money. Here are his last thoughts on earth:


Day, even the last hour now. I’m an old man, lonely and unloved, sick and hurting and tired of living. I am ready for the hereafter; it has to be better than this. . . . My assets exceed eleven billion dollars. I own silver in Nevada and copper in Montana and coffee in Kenya and coal in Angola and rubber in Malaysia and natural gas in Texas and crude oil in Indonesia and steel in China. My companies own companies. . . . My money is the root of my misery. I had three families—three ex-wives who bore seven children, six of whom are still alive and doing all they can to torment me. . . . I am estranged from all the wives and all the children. They’re gathering here today because I’m dying and it’s time to divide the money.1


 


Whether rich or poor, this is how life always ends: with the dead leaving it all behind, and the living dividing whatever is left. Yet the living are not always satisfied with the way things get divided. This was certainly true of the man in the crowd who said to Jesus, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me” (Luke 12:13).






 

A SELFISH REQUEST

The situation is all too familiar. A man had died, and two sons were squabbling over the money he had left behind. Both men wanted to get what they had coming to them. One of them was sure he was getting shortchanged, so he asked Jesus to adjudicate. That is not quite what the man was asking, however. He was not looking for an objective opinion about a fair distribution; he wanted Jesus to settle the estate in his favor.


Remember the context. Jesus had been teaching people how to take a spiritual stand, fearlessly living for Christ against all opposition. But rather than listening to what Jesus was saying, the man was preoccupied with his own situation. He wanted his rights! So he did what people sometimes do when they are having a disagreement: he asked a spiritual leader to get involved, in the hope that he would settle the matter by telling other people what they needed to hear. Most ministers are familiar with this kind of request. Michael Wilcock wryly comments that here Jesus has “the sympathy of every clergyman who finds himself asked to make pronouncements, sign forms, join committees, and generally ‘lend his weight’ to matters which have little to do with his real work!”2


Yet Jesus refused to get involved. In fact, he gave the man the apparent brush-off, saying, with obvious disapproval, “Man, who made me a judge or arbitrator over you?” (Luke 12:14). Jesus was clear about his calling. One day he would stand in judgment over everyone for everything. But the day for judgment had not yet come, and in his earthly ministry, it was not his calling to resolve this dispute. Israel had a legal system for settling small claims; Jesus had come to seek and to save the lost. 


How important it is to know the difference between what we are and are not called to do. We are not called to do everything, including some things that we are asked and able to do. To know what things God truly wants us to do, we need to be clear about our calling, as Jesus was. In this case, it was not his place to decide who got what, but to challenge people about their ultimate priorities. He was “not showing indifference to the claims of legal justice, but was insisting that there is a greater gain than getting an inheritance and a greater loss than losing it.”3






 

A SOBER WARNING

Jesus did not give the man what he wanted, but what he needed. Instead of settling the estate, Jesus responded to the man’s selfish request by giving a sober warning: “Take care, and be on your guard against all covetousness, for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Luke 12:15).


Jesus loved to make this kind of editorial comment. He would take a conversation and turn it into a teaching opportunity. Here his warning was partly for the man who wanted to get more of his father’s inheritance. Jesus knew the man’s heart, and he could see that he was guilty of the great sin of coveting, of what the Puritan Thomas Watson described as “an insatiable desire of getting the world.”4 The man wanted to take what belonged to his brother and grab it for himself. Jesus may also have been speaking to the man’s brother, because he seems to have been greedy too: he was keeping the whole inheritance for himself. It is possible that both men were coveting, one by refusing to divide the inheritance and the other by demanding to have it divided.


This helps us see that the warning Jesus gave is really for all of us. Whether we are among the haves or the have-nots, we are all tempted by the consuming desire to have things that God has given to others rather than to us. The poor are tempted to want all the things they do not have, while the rich are tempted to want even more of what they have. So Jesus warns us all to be on our guard against all kinds of covetousness. 


The Greek word used here for coveting (pleonexia) has to do with excess. It refers to the acquisitive attitude of always wanting more, beyond what we even need. The covetous heart is never satisfied. Janwillem van de Wetering offers this memorable description: “Greed is a fat demon with a small mouth, and whatever you feed it is never enough.”5 Even when you get what you want—the job, the home, the automobile, the furniture, the clothing, the merchandise—you soon find yourself craving something more.


The Scripture says, “He who loves money will not be satisfied with money, nor he who loves wealth with his income” (Eccl. 5:10). That is why Jesus did not give this man his inheritance. It would not have satisfied his real need. That is also why Jesus tells us to be content with what we have, not coveting what God has not given. Rather than always wanting a higher standard of living, Jesus calls us to be satisfied with what we already have.


This requires constant vigilance. Jesus is giving an emphatic imperative here. When he tells us to “take care,” he is telling us to watch out. Far from saying that greed is good, as some economists might say, Jesus is warning us that there is real danger here, and that we need to be wary. Take heed against greed! Even something we have never coveted in the past may become a temptation for us yet. Our wants may seem small: a nicer vacation, a more reliable car, a slightly larger house, a somewhat bigger paycheck. But little by little we get drawn into discontent. Possessions are always trying to possess us, until finally we give in to the cravings of a covetous heart.


Jesus warns us that this is not what life is all about. Life does not consist in the abundance of our possessions. Here again the word he uses has to do with excess. Abundance (perisseuein) in this sense means surplus, a superfluity of stuff.


Having more than we need does not add anything to our lives. Even if we had all the things we could possibly want out of life, we would not have any more of life itself. How can we find life in things that we consume? T. W. Manson commented, “It is true that a certain minimum of material goods is necessary for life; but it is not true that greater abundance of goods means greater abundance of life.”6 Possessions do not add life to us. In fact, with all the demands they make on our time and effort they usually end up taking life away, as we work harder and harder to keep living in the manner to which we have become accustomed. J. C. Ryle said, “The more acres a man has, the more cares. The more his money increases, the more of his time is generally consumed and eaten up in thinking about it.”7


Some people live for money, and for all the things that money can buy. It is how they keep score, how they find their sense of satisfaction. Their daily thoughts are driven by the debts they have to pay off. Or they are consumed with the financial goals they have set. “By the time I’m forty, I want to have this,” they say, “or I want to be able to do this when I’m sixty.” But that is not what life is all about:


Not what we possess, but what we are, is the important matter. . . . The real life of a man has little relation to what he possesses. Neither nobleness nor peace nor satisfaction . . . has much dependence on property of any sort. . . . Covetousness is folly because it grasps at worldly good, under the false belief that thereby it will secure the true good of life, but when it has made its pile, it finds that it is no nearer peace of heart, rest, nobleness, or joy than before, and has probably lost much of both in the process of making it. The mad race after wealth, which is the sin of this luxurious, greedy, commercial age, is the consequence of a lie—that life does consist in the abundance of possessions.8


 


If that is the lie, what is the truth? The truth is that all life is found in God, not in us or anything in this world. The Bible says that Jesus is the life (John 14:6). It says that true life is to know the only true God and his Son Jesus Christ (John 17:3). It says that we do not live to ourselves, but to the Lord (Rom. 14:7–8). It says that to live is Christ (Phil. 1:21; cf. Gal. 2:20). So this is life: to know Jesus and to live for him.


The things of this world cannot make us live. In fact, to the extent that they pull us away from finding satisfaction in Christ, they only keep us from really living. They may give us a temporary lift—the surge of pleasure that comes when we get what we want. But watch out! Nothing in this world can give you life. 






 

THE MISER’S DILEMMA

To strengthen his warning about wanting more than we have, Jesus told his disciples a parable about a man who had too much:


The land of a rich man produced plentifully, and he thought to himself, “What shall I do, for I have nowhere to store my crops?” And he said, “I will do this: I will tear down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. And I will say to my soul, Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.” (Luke 12:16–19)


 


The man had it made. He had everything this world has to offer. He had a lot of money. He had good food and fine wine, with plenty of time to enjoy them—or so he thought. His riches were getting richer. He had just harvested a bumper crop. In fact his biggest problem now was storage. Listen again to his pitiful lament: “What shall I do, for I have nowhere to store my crops?” (Luke 12:17). How ironic! The man kept accumulating more and more until finally he did not have enough space to keep it all. What an indictment this is of our own excess! Many Americans have so much more than we need that we do not even know where to keep it all. Yet we keep thinking of more things that we would like to have. How ironic! How pathetic!


As we look over this man’s portfolio, and overhear his plans for retirement, the words we can use to describe his attitude toward life may also describe our own spiritual condition. The man was thankless. Verse 16 makes it clear that his prosperity did not come from his own hard work or his superior skill at business, but from the natural bounty of his land. It should have been obvious, therefore, that everything he had was a gift from God, who sends rain from heaven to water the crops that grow. Yet the man was so ungrateful that he did not praise God, or bring him an offering.


The man was also selfish. He did not give his neighbor any more thought than he gave to God. Rather than giving his extra grain to the poor, he was going to keep it all for himself. Think how many ways he could have resolved his supposed dilemma of not having enough room to store his grain. He could have given the excess to poor people in his neighborhood. Augustine commented that “the bellies of the poor were much safer storerooms than his barns. . . . If he stowed it away in the bellies of the poor, it would of course be digested on earth, but in heaven it would be kept all the more safely.”9 Alternatively, the man could have given it to his local priest for the worship of God. The man’s real dilemma was how to give it all away, not how to hoard it all for himself! But instead of seizing the opportunity to share, he decided to build himself some bigger barns. 


The man did this because he was selfish. Indeed, we could go farther and say that he was self-absorbed. The man was so in love with himself that he was seemingly incapable of thinking about anything or anyone else. Of the fifty-four words in the parable in the original Greek, fully eighteen of them are first-person words like “I,” “me,” and “my.”10 The man was obsessed with himself. One clear sign of his self-absorption was his inner monologue. Jesus depicts him as constantly talking to himself about himself. He not only asked himself the questions, but he also gave himself the answers!


Another word we can use to describe the man in this parable is anxious—anxious about how to look after all his possessions. When he says, “What shall I do?” we can almost see him wringing his worried hands. He was also acquisitive and possessive. His repeated use of the word “my”—my crops, my barns, my grain, my goods—conveys a strong sense of ownership, not stewardship. Rather than thinking of what he owned as belonging to God, and therefore to be used for his glory, he thought of it all as belonging to himself, to be used for his own pleasure.


The mention of pleasure suggests another term to describe this miserly man: self-indulgent. He wanted to live what some people call “the good life.” As he looked ahead to the golden years of his retirement, he anticipated spending them in the pursuit of idle pleasure. Now that he was financially secure, he could give his life to wine, women, and song. Or he could do nothing at all—whatever he pleased. The man was self-indulgent.


We could also call him presumptuous because he assumed that he would live indefinitely. This explains why he decided to make a capital investment in additional storage for his nondurable assets. It also explains why he said to himself, “Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years” (Luke 12:19). He thought his money was his security for the future. Maybe he would not live forever, but he was sure to live long enough to enjoy himself. In short, the man was doing exactly what Jesus warned his disciples not to do: he was making his money his life.






 

THE MISER’S FOLLY

All of these words are accurate descriptors, but Jesus had a much simpler way of saying it. He called the rich man a fool. The first part of the parable shows the man’s own worldview. In verse 17 he identifies his dilemma; in verse 18 he comes up with his solution; in verse 19 he charts his course for the future. Only then does Jesus give us God’s perspective: “But God said to him, ‘Fool! This night your soul is required of you, and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’” (Luke 12:20).


These words are chilling in their irony. When God tells the man that his soul will be “required,” he uses the same terminology a banker would use to call in a loan.11 God is telling the man that his loan is now due—the loan of his mortal existence. His life has always belonged to God, and now God is coming to claim it. But that is not the only irony. How ironic that a man who has been having his own private monologue has been overheard by God. How ironic that a man who thinks he will live for many years is down to his last few hours on earth! How ironic that a man who wants to keep it all for himself will have to leave it all behind. And how ironic that a man who gives not one thought to God must still answer to God for his very soul. How ironic, how tragic, and according to Jesus, how foolish!


Why did Jesus call this man a fool? Maybe it was because his life was so short. He was running out of time, and he did not even know it. He assumed he had years and years left to enjoy himself—decades to take things easy and spend all his money. In all his financial planning, in all his efforts to take control of his future, he never counted on his own untimely demise. Yet death was already outside the door. A fool and his money are soon parted, and this man was going to die before he had the chance to enjoy even one single day of his retirement. How foolish to make all those plans for a day that would never come!


How foolish also to worry so much about so many things that he could not keep! Jesus asks the man a rhetorical question: “The things you have prepared, whose will they be?” (Luke 12:20). The answer is that whomever they will belong to, they will not belong to him, which is all he really cared about. Fool that he was, he was taking all sorts of trouble about stuff that soon would belong to someone else. He could not take it with him. No one ever can. However rich we may be, we will die poor, leaving everything behind for someone else. In the words of the psalmist, “The fool and the stupid alike must perish and leave their wealth to others” (Ps. 49:10).


The farmer was a fool for this reason as well: he thought that life consisted in the abundance of things—the very attitude that Jesus warned against. He thought that life was all about getting more and more for himself. What a fool he was, to think that money and pleasure are the most important things in the world! It was not just death that made him look like a fool. He would have been a fool even if he did not die for decades. He was a fool already, because he was living for all the wrong things: “Man whose life hangs by a thread and who may be called upon at any time to give account of himself is a fool if he relies on material things.”12


But the man was mainly a fool for this reason: he did not know God. This is what the Bible usually means when it describes someone as a fool. The fool is the man who “says in his heart, ‘There is no God’” (Ps. 14:1). He does not believe in the existence of God at all, or if he does, he does not acknowledge his presence in daily life. The rich man in the parable was like that. He did not thank God for the plentiful produce of his land, he did not ask God what he should do with all his extra grain, and he did not offer his time and talents for God’s service. He did not acknowledge God’s sovereignty over his lifespan or prepare to meet God when he died. He did not give one thought to God at all. The man thought he had a storage problem, but what he really had was a spiritual problem: he was an atheist.






 

RICH TOWARD GOD

The practical point of this parable is very simple: Don’t be a fool! Don’t be the kind of fool who lives for this world and gives no thought to God. Instead, be wise to thank God for every blessing, knowing that everything comes from him. Be wise to pray about practical problems, asking God what to do. Be wise to offer the best of your abilities for whatever God needs to be done, even in retirement. Be wise to know that life is short, that any day may be your last, and therefore that your future belongs to God. Be ready to meet God for judgment, trusting him to save you from your sins through Jesus Christ.


Jesus was a good preacher, and a good preacher almost never ends his sermon without bringing things to a point of practical application. Here is how Jesus applied the parable of the rich fool: “So is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God” (Luke 12:21). This command is for everyone, for rich and poor alike. Nothing is said here about what we have or how much we make. Having or not having treasure is not the issue. The issue is our attitude about what we have—our heart motivation for what we do with it.


Some people lay up treasure for themselves. Like the fool in the parable, they live for money and all the things that money can buy. Their goal is getting things for themselves. If that is what they want, it is all they will ever get. They will never gain the pleasures that come from knowing God, or the treasures of eternal life.


Jesus calls us away from such poverty of soul to be rich toward the God who has been so rich toward us. God has lavished us with the gifts of his good creation: food, clothing, shelter, and millions of other material blessings. More than that, he has lavished us with the gifts of his saving grace: the forgiveness of our sins, freedom from guilt, and the hope of eternal life. He has done this through the extravagant grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave his lifeblood for our sins when he died on the cross. Though he was rich, yet for our sakes he became poor, so that we through his poverty might be made rich (see 2 Cor. 8:9).


Now we have a choice to make: will we lay up more treasure for ourselves, or will we be rich toward God? Sadly, when it comes to giving to God, most of us are middle-class Christians at best. We know all too well what it means to lay up treasure for ourselves. Evangelicals in America are the wealthiest Christians in the history of the world, yet we give less than 4 percent of our gross income to gospel work—a clear indication of where our real treasure lies. 


But what would our lives be like if we were not so stingy? What does it mean to be rich toward God? I am rich toward God when his glory is my highest goal, when his worship is my deepest joy, and when his fellowship is my greatest satisfaction. I am rich toward God when I offer all my abilities for his work, without reserve. I am rich toward God when I take the time to serve people in need and give the first portion of everything I get to Christian ministry. I am rich toward God when I make the needs of the poor a priority in my financial giving and embrace a simple lifestyle that gives me more freedom for ministry. I am rich toward God when I decide there are some things I can live without so that I will have more to give to people who do not even have the gospel. I am rich toward God when I give and give until all I am and all I have is dedicated to his glory.


Will we lay up treasure for ourselves, or will we be rich toward the God who has been so generous to us? This was the question Jesus wanted the crowds to consider. Here is how Kent Hughes describes the choice we all must make:


We can enlarge our savings and build huge accounts to hold it all. We can plan our retirement so we will have nothing to do but change positions in the sun. We can plan our menus for the twilight years so that nothing but the finest cuisine crosses our lips. We can live as if this is all of life. We can laugh our way to the grave—only to discover at the end that we have nothing and are in God’s eyes fools. Or we can be rich toward God because we gave and gave and gave.13


 


This chapter began with a scene from John Grisham’s best-selling novel The Testament, in which a dying billionaire dies unloved, but not alone. Greedy relatives gather around his bedside, hoping for their share of his massive inheritance. But the book has a surprise ending. After the old man dies, the family gathers to read his last will and testament, signed shortly before his death. To their complete shock, the entire fortune is granted to an illegitimate daughter none of them has ever known. It turns out that this unexpected heiress is serving as a Christian missionary to people in Brazil. 


A lawyer is sent to find her so that she can sign the necessary paperwork. When he finally tracks the woman down, she refuses to accept any part of the inheritance. The lawyer is dumbfounded, of course, because from his perspective life consists in the abundance of one’s possessions. Yet because of her faith in Christ, the missionary has a completely different set of priorities. “You worship money,” she tells the lawyer. “You’re part of a culture where everything is measured by money. It’s a religion.”14 But the missionary belongs to a different religion and serves a different God, so in the end she decides to put every last penny into a trust fund for the worldwide work of the gospel, including practical care for poor people in Brazil.


What has God given you to give away? The issue is not how much you have, or do not have, but your attitude about what you do not have, and your generosity with what you do have. Jesus is calling you to give more to God, to the point of costly personal sacrifice. You would be a fool not to give everything you are, and everything you have.
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 ANXIOUS FOR NOTHING

Luke 12:22–34


And he said to his disciples, “Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat, nor about your body, what you will put on. . . . Instead, seek his kingdom, and these things will be added to you.” (Luke 12:22, 31)


According to Panic-Anxiety.com, there are three major components to anxiety. First, there is the physiological component, which features physical symptoms such as muscle tension, sweating, and palpitations of the heart. Second, there is the psychological component, which is characterized by emotional symptoms such as restlessness, sleeplessness, irritability, failure to concentrate, and feelings of fear. Finally, there is the social component, as people suffering anxiety cling to other people for reassurance, hoping that someone can help him or her feel safe.


The causes of anxiety are many. They include fears about the future, feelings of inadequacy, financial pressures, work-related stress, loneliness, family conflict, grief, and the fear of death. The proposed remedies are even more numerous. The Internet is replete with stress-relieving pharmaceuticals, herbal elixirs, aromatherapies, breathing techniques, self-help programs, and a thousand other treatment options. 


No doubt some of these remedies are useful in certain ways. Nevertheless, Jesus offers his disciples a more complete cure from the worries of life. “Do not be anxious,” he says, “because you have a good Father who knows what you need.”






 

NOT TO WORRY

Jesus said this while he was challenging his disciples to be more generous. Rather than laying up treasure for themselves—like that fool of a farmer who kept building bigger barns—Jesus told his disciples to be rich toward God (Luke 12:21). Yet as soon as we think about giving away what we have, the worry always arises: How can I be sure that I will still have everything I need? So Jesus “said to his disciples, ‘Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat, nor about your body, what you will put on’” (Luke 12:22).


This is one of the clear commands of Christ: Don’t worry. Jesus is speaking here in the imperative. In fact, it is a double imperative: Do not worry about either food or clothing—the basic necessities of life. Then Jesus explains why: “For life is more than food, and the body more than clothing” (Luke 12:23; cf. 1 Tim. 6:8). In other words, there are more important things in life than waiting around for the next meal. Furthermore, your body is more than a mannequin to dress up with this outfit or that fashion. Your life and your body are for God and the glory of his kingdom. So do not make food and clothing your reason for living. Do not treat them as ends in themselves, but only as means to the higher end of living for God.


To prove his point, Jesus gave two examples from the natural world—one for food and one for clothing. In verses 24 to 26 Jesus uses the raven as an illustration of the way God provides good things to eat, and then in verses 27 to 28 he uses the lily as an illustration of the way God provides good things to wear. In both cases, his point is to show how much more graciously God the Father will care for us as his children.


First, “Consider the ravens: they neither sow nor reap, they have neither storehouse nor barn, and yet God feeds them. Of how much more value are you than the birds!” (Luke 12:24). Ravens are not terribly attractive birds. They are like crows, only bigger—great, squawking creatures with wild, fierce eyes. Under Old Testament law ravens were ceremonially unclean. Leviticus goes so far as to call ravens detestable (see Lev. 11:15). Nevertheless, God graciously provides everything they need: “He gives . . . to the young ravens that cry” (Ps. 147:9). So God put the question to Job: “Who provides for the raven its prey, when its young ones cry to God for help, and wander about for lack of food?” (Job 38:41). The answer is that God provides for the ravens, as he does for all his creatures. 


Jesus pointed out that these birds get what they need without sowing, reaping, or storing. Ravens are not farmers; they are scavengers. They take whatever they can get from the produce of the land. Nevertheless, they get what they need, because this is the way God feeds them.


Jesus used this illustration to make a “how much more” argument. He reasoned from something lesser to something greater. If God takes care of ravens—of all creatures—then he will certainly take care of us. The point is not that we should live like ravens. The way God provides for us is different from the way he provides for them. In point of fact, human beings do sow and reap and store. God cares for each creature according to its own nature, but if God provides for birds that are living claw to beak, he will certainly provide for us. Of course we need to work hard, plan for the future, and give reasonable attention to the things God has placed in our care. Yet there is no sense worrying about our daily needs. Hudson Taylor, the great missionary to China, became famous for trusting God to meet all his needs, even when there seemed to be little hope of any provision. Yet even Hudson Taylor recognized the importance of faithful obedience and hard work as the ordinary means of God’s provision: “the use of means ought not to lessen our faith in God: and our faith in God ought not to hinder our using whatever means he has given us for the accomplishment of his own purposes.”1


How unnecessary it is—indeed, how absurd it is—for us to be anxious about things that God has promised to provide. Worry gains us nothing, and therefore we really are anxious for nothing, as Jesus went on to say: “And which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life? If then you are not able to do as small a thing as that, why are you anxious about the rest?” (Luke 12:25–26). 


There are two ways to understand what Jesus is saying here. According to the King James Version, Jesus said, “Which of you can add to his stature one cubit?” whereas in the English Standard Version he asks, “Which of you can add a single hour to his span of life?” Both translations are possible, but the latter meaning is more common and seems to make more sense. However nice it is to be tall, what most people really want is more time—more time to get things done and more time to live. If only we had one more hour in the day, one more day in the week, one more week in the year! Yet we will not get anything more by worrying about it. All our worrying will not add even a single day to our lifespan. It will not help us one little bit.


In fact, far from adding anything, anxiety always subtracts. Worry is a thief: it steals our time. Our thoughts turn to our troubles, and then rather than praying about them or doing the things God is calling us to do, we waste time worrying about them. Worry steals our rest. We lie awake at night, anxious about tomorrow, and then we get up too tired to work hard, and this only adds to our anxiety. Worry steals our health, as we suffer the physical effects of our anxiety. Worry steals our obedience, as it tempts us to other sins like irritability, addiction, and laziness, or on the other hand, overwork. Worry steals our hope, as we fear the worst about the future. All kinds of difficulties arise in our minds—most of which will never come to pass. Kierkegaard said it like this: “Worriers feel every blow / That never falls / And they cry over things / They will never lose.”2


What a sad waste it all is! Worry shrivels the soul, robbing our joy, leaving us ill-equipped to face the spiritual and emotional challenges of each new day. Few things are as discouraging to our spirit, or as destructive of our contentment, or as detrimental to our witness as the anxious worries of a troubled heart. So Jesus asks, “Why are you anxious?” (Luke 12:26).


Well, why are you so anxious? If there is nothing at all to gain by worrying, and so much to lose, why worry about your daily needs? Consider the ravens, and see every bird on the wing as a witness that God will provide.






 

CONSIDER THE LILIES

Jesus’ second illustration related to clothing and came from the world of botany: “Consider the lilies, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these” (Luke 12:27). It is easy to imagine Jesus standing in a field of wildflowers when he said this, just as it is easy to imagine that there were ravens in the vicinity. The “lilies” to which he referred were not Easter lilies, but various flowers of the field, which Jesus used to make some striking comparisons.


Flowers do less work than we do. In fact, they do not do any work at all. They do not toil; they just grow. They do not spin fabric to use for clothing; they just wear what God gave them. Yet how marvelously they are adorned! Not even Solomon could compete with their beauty. As the wealthiest of kings, Solomon wore the gold and purple of his royal office; yet even the littlest flower surpasses his splendor. Here Jesus was taking pleasure in the beauty of his own creation. As the Son of God he had personally designed every blossom. The bright flowers of the field were a reflection of his divine beauty. With evident satisfaction, Jesus pointed to the lilies and rightly declared their superlative splendor. Although they do less work than we do, by the grace of God, they far surpass us in the finery of their raiment.


Furthermore, flowers live much shorter lives than we do. This was another aspect of the comparison: “But if God so clothes the grass, which is alive in the field today, and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, how much more will he clothe you, O you of little faith!” (Luke 12:28). Once again Jesus used a “how much more” argument, reasoning from something lesser to something greater. Wildflowers are not known for their longevity. Jesus knew the words of Isaiah: “The grass withers, the flower fades” (Isa. 40:7). Flowers have a transitory existence. So why take the trouble to make them so beautiful? Why waste so much effort on their adornment? Nevertheless, the Creator God has lavished the flowers of the field with ravishing beauty, from the morning dew on the first tulip, to the high meadow carpeted with mountain blossoms in springtime.


If God squanders such beauty on little flowers, what will he do for the people he made in his image and saved through the gift of his Son? What will he do for the children he loves as a Father and has destined to live forever? Jesus answers by saying, “how much more will he clothe you” (Luke 12:28).


We should reason from the lesser to the greater and make the application to our own daily needs: God will take care of us! Every flower we see is a testimony to his loving providence. Martin Luther said it like this: “The flowers stand there and make us blush and become our teachers. Thank you, flowers, you who are to be devoured by the cows! God has exalted you very highly, that you become our masters and teachers.”3 We should learn, therefore, what the flowers are there to teach us.


If we have not yet learned not to worry about our basic needs, it must be because of our unbelief. Jesus plainly identifies the heart issue at the root of all our anxiety when he says, “O you of little faith!” (Luke 12:28). Worry comes from not believing in the God who feeds the ravens and dresses the lilies. Worry is inversely proportional to our faith. To the extent that we worry, just to that extent we are not trusting in God, and therefore we are sinning against him. Most people think of worry as one of the smaller sins, if it is a sin at all. We tell ourselves that worrying about things is not nearly as wrong as lusting after them or getting angry about them. Yet Jesus says that anxiety is unbelief, and there is no greater sin than not believing in God.


When we worry, we deny God’s promise that he will give us whatever we truly need. We deny his wisdom, not trusting that he fully appreciates the difficulties of our situation. We deny his goodness, not believing that he has our best interests at heart. We deny his sovereignty, not waiting for him to provide what we need in his own good time. Our anxiety is a direct attack on the God-ness of God as it relates to the needs of our own daily lives.


This means that the remedy for all our fearful worries is more faith in our faithful God. As soon as we start to feel anxious, we need to stop thinking about our troubles and start thinking about the character of our God—his wisdom, his goodness, his sovereignty, and all the promises he has made to us in Christ.






 

SEEK THE KINGDOM

When we start trusting God to provide, we are liberated from the grasping pursuit of temporary things and can start living for God’s eternal kingdom. Having given a clear command not to worry, with two vivid illustrations, Jesus told his disciples that there are two and only two ways to live. One is to live for ourselves and the things of this world, and the other is to live for God and his kingdom. Jesus said: “And do not seek what you are to eat and what you are to drink, nor be worried. For all the nations of the world seek after these things, and your Father knows that you need them. Instead, seek his kingdom, and these things will be added to you” (Luke 12:29–31). 


The key verb in these verses is “seek.” To seek is to set your heart on something, to make it your main objective. What you seek is what you think about; it is what you pursue; it is what you live for.


Some people live for this world. They are like the rich fool who was worried about having enough storage space for all his stuff. Such people are preoccupied with food, clothing, and material possessions. Their attention is dominated by the things they do not have and want to get, or the things they are about to purchase, or the things they already own but still have to pay off. They are strongly attracted to the merchandise in the mail order catalog and the lifestyle portrayed in the glamour magazines: fine dining, fabulous clothes, and a better-looking body. Or maybe they are just struggling to get by, but all they can think about is getting ahead in life. This is what most people live for. It is what people have always lived for, all over the world.


Jesus tells us to live a different way. He tells us to seek the kingdom of God. In other words, he tells us to pursue the establishment of God’s royal rule in every area of life. The kingdom of God comes through the proclamation of salvation through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. By faith in Christ, the grace of God begins to rule in our hearts, and then as we live in loyal subjection to our king, that grace is extended into the lives of others. This should always come first for us in our worship, our work, our play, our families and our neighborhoods: the kingdom of grace that God is establishing through his Son. We do not pursue earthly possessions, therefore, but live for the work that God is doing to establish his eternal kingdom. We need to reason the way the famous missionary C. T. Studd reasoned in his life motto: “If Jesus Christ is God and died for me, then no sacrifice can be too great for me to make for him.”4


Of course we still need our daily bread. Of course we need to work so that we can eat. Of course we need to provide for our families and plan for the future. The Bible speaks to all of these issues. But Jesus tells us not to seek these things, or at least not to seek them first. 


Jesus also tells us not to worry about them. The word he uses for worry at the end of verse 29 (meteōrizesthe) originally referred to ships tossed about by the waves of a stormy sea. While this is not what the word still meant at the time of Christ, its etymology provides an apt analogy for the turmoil that comes when we abandon God’s kingdom for the anxious pursuit of worldly possessions. Worry tosses the soul like a ship in stormy seas. The issue is not what we have or do not have. The issue is what we are striving after, what we are living for, and therefore what we are anxious about. When Jesus tells his disciples not to seek food and drink, he


does not in any way mean that they must be lazy and neglect their ordinary work and duties, but that they must not allow their hearts to become so attached to material things that their inner lives are controlled by those, and they are not to be vexed and anxious about these things. Everyone must perform his daily task, which God gives him, whole-heartedly and to the best of his ability, but the inner life of the believer must not be caught in the clutches of materialism and of anxiety with regard to worldly things.5


 


What delivers us from all such worldly anxiety is faith in our loving Father. According to Jesus, the reason we do not need to seek after material things is that our Father already knows what we need. The truth of this promise is expressed in the gentle humor of a little nursery rhyme:


Said the Raven to the Sparrow,
 “I should really like to know
 Why these anxious human beings
 Rush about and worry so.”


 


Said the Sparrow to the Raven,
 “Friend, I think that it must be
 They have no Heavenly Father,
 Such as cares for you and me.”6


 


The truth is that we do have a heavenly Father, who has given his own Son for our salvation, and who knows exactly what we need. What delivers us from the senseless pursuit of worldly things is knowing for sure that we have a good Father, who knows what we need and has the wisdom to provide it at just the right time, in exactly the right way. When we seek the kingdom, all the other things we need—meaning the basic necessities of life, not the luxuries that we do not truly need—will be added to us. We can let God “worry” about all those things. As a Father who loves his children, it is his pleasure to provide. He will keep on providing for us every day until we finish the work he has called us to do for his kingdom.


Edith Schaeffer testifies to God’s provision in her wonderful book about L’Abri, the Christian shelter that she and her husband, Francis, established in Switzerland. God had called the Schaeffers to make a home in Europe for young people who needed to find Christ. Yet their visas were about to expire, and unless they found a permanent residence, they would be expelled from Switzerland. In desperation, Edith prayed out loud, “Oh, Heavenly Father . . . if You want us to stay in Switzerland, if Your word to me concerning L’Abri means our being in these mountains, then I know You are able to find a house, and lead me to it in the next half hour. Nothing is impossible to You. But You will have to do it.”7


Suddenly Edith Schaeffer heard someone in the street calling her name. It was a real estate dealer who wanted to know if she had found anything yet. Soon he was driving her to a mountain chalet that was unexpectedly available. Her prayers were answered; God had found the house. Yet there was a further difficulty. The chalet was for sale, but the Schaeffers did not have any money to buy it, and they were nearly out of time. As Edith prayed that night, she had faith that God would still provide. But she also asked for a sign: “Oh, please show us Thy will about this house tomorrow, and if we are to buy it . . . send us one thousand dollars before ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”8


The next morning a letter came with the post by train. It was from a couple who had been praying for the Schaeffers, but had never supported them financially because they had so little to give. However, the couple had come into some money unexpectedly, and this time they were sending a check in the amount of . . . one thousand dollars! Within a matter of days the rest of the money came in—none of it asked for, but all of it prayed for. As the Schaeffers sought the kingdom, their Father added what was needed. 


But of course the best example of trusting in God’s fatherly care is Jesus himself, who traveled through the wilderness and had no place to call his own, but never went begging for bread. Because he fully trusted his Father to provide for all his needs, Jesus was able to seek the kingdom with all his heart, mind, soul, and strength. His Father cared for him right to the very end of his kingdom work, when he died on the cross for our sins, and when he prayed that the Father would raise him from the dead. When Jesus tells us to trust the Father for everything we need, he is telling us to do what he did in his own life and saving death. Now Jesus will help us to do the same thing by the gracious work of the Holy Spirit, who whispers to our hearts that the Father loves us.






 

PUT YOUR MONEY WHERE YOUR HEART IS

Most Christians would be happy for Jesus to stop there. We find it hard enough to trust God for the things we need. But as we have seen over and over again in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus always wants to take us deeper in our discipleship. He wants us to make more and more costly sacrifices for the kingdom of God, until we know the joy of living only for his glory. So here Jesus goes beyond telling us not to worry about what we need and tells us to give away what we have: “Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom. Sell your possessions, and give to the needy. Provide yourselves with moneybags that do not grow old, with a treasure in heaven that does not fail, where no thief approaches and no moth destroys. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Luke 12:32–34).


To put this in financial terms, Jesus was calling his disciples both to divest and to invest. There are things we have that Jesus wants us to give away, and when we give them away we need to put them in the right place. The Christian life is a continuous transfer of funds in which we divest from the world in order to invest in the kingdom of God.


We start by giving more of what we have to people who are going without. Up to this point Jesus has been talking about food and clothing. But what should we do about all our other possessions? We should start by tithing them—giving away at least 10 percent of our gross income for Christian work. Next, we should seek to raise the percentage of our giving, asking God to increase our faith, so that we can increase our giving. Then, as we learn about various needs in our community and in the wider world, we should give above and beyond what we were planning to give, and even above and beyond what we once thought we were able to give. We should strategize about making do with less, so that we have more to give for the work of God’s kingdom. The deeper we grow in our commitment to Christ, the more we are able to give. 


Of course Jesus is not saying that no Christian can ever own anything, or that we all have to live in poverty. We know from what Luke wrote in the book of Acts that many of the first Christians had money and property to call their own (see Acts 4:34–37; 5:4). We also know from other places in Scripture that it is permissible for Christians to have possessions and use them for the glory of God (e.g., Ex. 20:15, 17; Eph. 4:28; 1 Tim. 6:17–19). But let those passages preach themselves! Here we need to preach the radical investment strategy that Jesus preached to his disciples: “Sell your possessions, and give to the needy” (Luke 12:33).


This is the safest investment we can ever make. Earthly riches are so uncertain. Many wealthy people suffer sudden reversals and end up destitute. Moneybags grow old; treasure fails; robbers steal; moths destroy. Or to put this in more contemporary terms, our earthly investments are subject to depreciation, loss, theft, and liquidation. But whatever we invest in the kingdom of God is safe forever. When we give to gospel work—especially to the poor—our funds are transferred directly to heaven, where they are exchanged for the currency of glory. “Give away these earthly things,” said Cyril of Alexandria, “and win that which is in heaven. Give that which you must leave, even against your will, that you may not lose things later. Lend your wealth to God, that you may be really rich.”9


People say, “You can’t take it with you,” but the truth is that you can send it on ahead, as long as you invest in the eternal kingdom of God. Do not settle for short-term investments that will only help you when you retire. Extend your planning horizon into eternity, where nothing ever depreciates, and everything accrues to the glory of God. “Store up your treasure on earth,” writes David Gooding, “and it will inevitably pull your heart in the direction of earth. Store it in heaven, and it will pull your heart, and with it your goals, ambitions and longings, toward heaven.”10


We know that this is the best investment advice we could ever receive, yet we still hold on to our earthly treasure. Why is this? It is partly because we do not really trust our Father to provide. Our anxiety gets in the way of our generosity. Here we need to see how the teaching Jesus gives in this passage all fits together. We are not to worry because our Father knows what we need, and because our Father knows what we need, we do not need to be afraid of giving away what we have.


Another reason we make so many poor investments is that our hearts are in the wrong place. Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Luke 12:34). We cannot help but spend our wealth on the things that we love the most. When we love ourselves more than we love God, we forfeit the opportunity to give to mercy ministry, local evangelism, church planting, world missions, and all the other Christian work that advances the kingdom of God. But how much more is gained when we learn to love the things that God loves and then put our money where our heart is.


There is another side to Edith Schaeffer’s story of trusting her heavenly Father to provide what she needed to purchase a chalet for the work of L’Abri. The thousand-dollar check she received from her friends came with the following letter:


Three months ago Art came home from work with an unexpected amount of money. . . . We decided at first to buy a new car, then came to the conclusion that we didn’t need a new car. Our next thought was to invest in buying a little house, which we would rent. We went to look at houses, and as we looked over a very likely small house I suddenly saw signs of termites in the beams. “Look, Art,” I said, “Doesn’t that remind you of the verse which says, Lay not up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth and rust doth corrupt, and where thieves break through and steal: but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt, and where thieves do not break through nor steal.” I then asked, “Art, would you be willing to take this money and invest it literally in heaven? . . . rather than investing it in another house on earth for added income? Would you be willing to give it to the Lord’s work somewhere?” He replied, “Yes, Helen, I would.” 




Well . . . that was three months ago, and all during these three months we have been asking God to show us what He would have us do with this money . . . now tonight we have come to a definite decision, and both of us feel certain that we are meant to send you this money . . . to buy a house somewhere that will always be open to young people.11


 


What investments are you making? Jesus says we will put our treasure where our heart is. So where is your heart? For some it is with the clothing on the rack, the product on the Internet, the improvement to the house, and all the dreams for financial security. For others it is with the homeless in the city, the orphans in Africa, the suffering church in the persecuted world, and the gospel ministry of the local church.


It is always easy to tell where someone’s heart is: it is wherever you are putting your treasure. Therefore the real question is, “Is your heart in the right place?” Because when your heart is in the right place, your treasure will end up in the right place too.
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 READY, OR NOT?

Luke 12:35–48


“But know this, that if the master of the house had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have left his house to be broken into. You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect.” (Luke 12:39–40)


Ready or not, Jesus is coming. Once he came to die for sinners, and once again he will come to judge the world. We know this for sure because it was promised by angels. On the great day when Jesus ascended to heaven, two angels told his disciples, “This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). We also know that he is coming again because the apostles repeated this promise to the church. So Paul testified that “the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God” (1 Thess. 4:16). Jesus said it himself: “Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, to repay everyone for what he has done” (Rev. 22:12).


Yet even apart from these promises, we know that Jesus must come again to consummate his saving work. How else can every wrong be righted and every evil brought to justice? How else can Satan be defeated and condemned to hell? How else can Jesus gather his people to himself? How else can he receive the honor that he alone deserves, unless he comes again in power and glory? 


Jesus is coming—just as he promised—to judge the world. Are you ready, or not?






 

READY FOR THE MASTER

Jesus had been teaching his disciples not to live for earthly treasure, but to seek first the kingdom of God. To prepare them always to be ready for his second coming, he taught them the parable of the waiting servants, followed by a second, closely-related parable about a faithful steward. The first parable went like this:


Stay dressed for action and keep your lamps burning, and be like men who are waiting for their master to come home from the wedding feast, so that they may open the door to him at once when he comes and knocks. Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he comes. Truly, I say to you, he will dress himself for service and have them recline at table, and he will come and serve them. If he comes in the second watch, or in the third, and finds them awake, blessed are those servants! (Luke 12:35–38)


 


Ready servants who watch for their master will be blessed at his coming. Jesus begins by imagining a master who has gone to celebrate a wedding. In those days the feasting and the dancing would last late into the night. Who could tell when the master would return? Maybe he would come back home around midnight, or maybe later—sometime in the last watches of the night.


Whenever the master returned, his servants would be ready. All night long they would “stay dressed for action.” Today this would mean they rolled up their sleeves; in those days it meant taking their long, flowing robes and tucking them into their belts, so as not to trip over them when they sprang up to open the door. They also kept the home fires burning. A good servant would tend the flame in his oil lamp, so that when his master returned, he could light the way.


Watchful and wakeful, these men waited for their master, ready at any moment to serve as his door opener and light switch. Here is how Kent Hughes imagines the welcome their master received: “Warm light streamed from the windows, breathless, smiling, eager servants bearing shining lamps gathered at the door, and no doubt there was a choice nocturnal snack on the table.”1


This picture of ready service reminds me of the remarkable service that diners receive at Philadelphia’s Le Bec Fin, reputed to be one of America’s finest restaurants. As you walk up to the restaurant, the doors open and the wait staff is ready to receive you, to help with your coat, and to seat you at a table. Then they cater to your every culinary desire. The servers are so alert and attentive that it feels as if you have your own personal servant. Almost before you know that you need something, it is already provided.


This is the kind of service that the master in the parable always enjoyed. His servants were eager to please; they kept a sharp edge to their preparedness. Not knowing when their master would return, they were in a state of perpetual readiness. The quality of their service was a joy to their master’s heart. As he walked home from the wedding that night, it may have occurred to him to wonder whether his servants would still be waiting, or whether perhaps they might have fallen asleep. It was so late that it would be perfectly understandable if they had gone to bed. But no sooner had the man knocked than the door was opened, and he found his servants at the ready.


Here the parable takes a surprising turn, because Jesus imagines the master becoming a servant to his servants. He is so overjoyed with their faithfulness in waiting for his return that he tucks his robe into his own belt, invites his servants to sit around his table, and begins to serve them an impromptu feast. This was the master’s blessing on the ready servants who watched and waited for his coming.


For us this is a heartwarming scene of late-night fellowship, but for the people listening to Jesus this role reversal was almost unthinkable. What master would ever wear a servant’s clothing, or invite his slaves to sit down to his own feast? What master would ever make himself nothing by taking the form of a servant?


A master like Jesus, of course! What would be unthinkable for anyone else was at the very heart of our Savior’s mission to the world. He was the Master of the universe, the Lord of all creation. Yet he had come to serve his people, and by serving them, to set them free. This parable of the waiting servants could only be told by the kind of God who would wear the weakness of his people by taking on the flesh of their humanity, who would strip his robes to wash the feet of his disciples, and who would serve as their substitute by dying on the cross for their sins.


When we know the rest of the gospel story, we can see that Jesus put himself into this parable. We can also see what a blessing it is to serve him as our master. Jesus has worn the garments of our servitude. He has served us to the very death. He has invited us to sit down at his table, where he feeds our needy souls. Now we wait for him to come again, ready and waiting for the day when we will enter the fullness of our Master’s joy.






 

NOT READY

Not everyone is as watchful as the servants in the parable. So Jesus used a slightly different image to give a word of caution: “But know this, that if the master of the house had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have left his house to be broken into” (Luke 12:39).


Once again Jesus describes an unexpected arrival at someone’s house. Only this time the master is the one who should have been ready, and the person who arrives does not come to bless, but to burgle. After the crime has been committed, the master of the house laments his lack of preparedness. If only he had known when the thief was coming, he could easily have protected his property. This is what people always say when they suffer an unexpected and preventable loss: If only we had known in advance!


Some people are ready, some are not. The point of this mini-parable is that people who are not prepared will suffer great loss at the coming of Christ. Here is how Jesus made the application: “You also must be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect” (Luke 12:40).


There are two important questions to answer about this verse. First, which coming did Jesus have in mind: his first or his second? Jesus came once to die for sinners, and he is coming again to judge the world. Right now we are living “between the times”—that is, between the first and second comings of Christ. But when Jesus told his disciples to be ready, was he referring to his first advent or his final triumph? 


Some scholars say this command refers to his earthly ministry, culminating in his death and resurrection. Jesus was helping his original disciples be more prepared for the impending crisis of his crucifixion. What sense would it make to tell them to get ready for his second coming? Such a command would not even come into effect until after he ascended to heaven. At this point they did not even understand that Jesus was going to die for their sins, let alone rise from the dead and return to heaven.


Nevertheless, it seems likely that Jesus was indeed looking ahead and helping his disciples know how they should live in the time between his ascension to heaven and his coming on the clouds with glory. Jesus often prepared his disciples for things in advance, and he taught them many things they did not fully understand until after he rose from the dead. In this case, he taught them something that also has a great deal of relevance for us, namely, that we need to be ready for his second coming.


The title that Jesus uses for himself here—“the Son of Man”—is associated with the end of history. This Old Testament title referred to the glory of Christ’s deity, and especially to his final triumph. In his vision of the last days, the prophet Daniel saw “one like a son of man” coming on the clouds to receive an everlasting dominion (Dan. 7:13–14). This is not something that happened the first time that Jesus came, but something that will happen only when he returns.


Jesus is coming again. His second coming is the next big event in salvation history, and one of the main promises of the New Testament. The promise is made in nearly every New Testament book—more than three hundred times in all. Jesus is coming again. His coming will be personal: Jesus himself will return, in his own glorious resurrection body (see Phil. 3:20–21). His coming will be visible: “Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him” (Rev. 1:7). His coming will be glorious. The Scripture describes it as “the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). This personal, visible, glorious return is also imminent. Jesus said, “Surely, I am coming soon” (Rev. 22:20). This is the advent that Jesus had in mind when he told his disciples to be ready for the coming of the Son of Man.


Another good question to ask about these verses is, why does Jesus compare his coming to a thief in the night? Although this may not seem like a flattering comparison, it is common in Scripture: “the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night” (1 Thess. 5:2; cf. 2 Peter 3:10). As Jesus said to the church in Sardis, “If you will not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come against you” (Rev. 3:3; cf. 16:15).


Jesus uses this comparison because his coming will be so unexpected. Thieves are stealthy; no one ever knows when they are coming. So it is with the second coming of Christ: no one knows when he will return. But there is also a second point of comparison, which is the loss that some people will suffer when that day comes. When Jesus returns, people who are not ready for his coming will suffer eternal loss: “Just as the master of the house who is not constantly on the watch is surprised and robbed by the thief, so also those who are not ready for His second coming (who neither believe in Him nor obey Him) will suffer irrevocable loss—His coming will bring with it their everlasting destruction.”2


Are you ready, or not? Jesus says we always need to be ready, because we never know when he will come again. Being ready means getting right with God by trusting in Jesus Christ. Unless we have prayed to receive Jesus as Savior and Lord, we are not ready. How can we possibly be prepared to meet Jesus if we have not asked him to forgive our sins? Being ready also means having a sense of urgency about sharing the gospel. Other people need to be ready to meet Jesus, too. He is coming very soon. But how will people be ready to meet him unless someone loves them enough to give them the gospel?


Being ready means praying for the kingdom to come, asking God to expand his rule in our own lives, in the church, in our community, and around the world. It also means devoting our lives to Christian service. Given what the parable says about servants and masters, probably this should be our primary application. If we are God’s servants, then we need to be busy teaching God’s Word, healing the sick, feeding the hungry, visiting prisoners, caring for children, helping the elderly, or doing whatever humble service we have the ability and the opportunity to do. Time is short, and we need to make the most of it. The Son of Man may come today, tonight, or tomorrow. But whenever he comes, Jesus says we must be ready. Are you ready, or not? 






 

FAITHFUL IN GOD’S HOUSE

Peter had another question for Jesus. It was not a question about when Jesus was coming, or why he compared his coming to a thief in the night. Instead, Peter wanted to know whether Jesus was speaking only to his disciples, or to everyone, so he asked, “Lord, are you telling this parable for us or for all?” (Luke 12:41).


Peter had noticed that sometimes Jesus spoke to the multitudes (especially when he spoke in parables), but that on other occasions he spoke more specifically to his own followers (such as when he explained his parables). Peter wanted to know which kind of conversation this was, especially since Jesus had just been talking about some people suffering loss at his coming.


Jesus did not give Peter a direct answer, but responded with a question of his own. This question really amounted to another mini-parable about servants and their rewards: “Who then is the faithful and wise manager, whom his master will set over his household, to give them their portion of food at the proper time?” (Luke 12:42). Jesus was still talking about servants and masters, but with a slightly different emphasis. In the parable about the late night wedding, the servants were praised for their watchfulness; here the servant is praised for his faithfulness.


Once again, the master is away from his house and appoints one of his slaves to serve as his steward. The steward was still a servant, but he was responsible to provide whatever rations the other servants needed, and to that end, he was entrusted with his master’s goods. If the steward did his work wisely and faithfully, the household would flourish and he would receive his master’s praise. In fact, he would probably get what people today would call a promotion. Jesus said, “Blessed is that servant whom his master will find so doing when he comes. Truly, I say to you, he will set him over all his possessions” (Luke 12:43–44). A famous example from the Bible is Joseph’s promotion to the head of Potiphar’s house in Egypt. The general principle is that faithful servants gain their master’s reward.


In one sense, this principle applies to everyone. Throughout this discourse Jesus had been challenging people to make wise use of their material goods. The parable of the rich fool, the examples of the raven and the lily, the statement about putting your heart where your treasure is—in all of these illustrations Jesus had been teaching people what to do with what they had. Here again, in the example of the wise steward, Jesus is talking about portions of food and household possessions, calling us all to be faithful stewards.3


We are not the masters of the house—God is. Whatever things we “own” are really on loan from God. Therefore, we must exercise good stewardship, using what God has given to us for the benefit of others. The master entrusts his goods to the steward with the expectation that the steward will use them to feed others and not simply to stuff himself. In the same way, God has given us goods to use for others, and not only for ourselves. Here Jesus is teaching about being rich toward God, seeking the kingdom, and giving to the needy. If you are a faithful steward of your possessions, you will gain your Master’s reward.


There is another way to take these verses, however. A steward is put in charge of a household, and this is exactly the responsibility Jesus gave to Peter and the other apostles. The New Testament describes the church as God’s household (e.g., 1 Tim. 3:15), with the apostles serving as its stewards (e.g., 1 Cor. 4:1). As the stewards of God’s house, the apostles were entrusted with the responsibility of feeding people the Word of God. In time, this sacred trust was passed on to other men: the pastors and elders of the church. So while the example of the faithful steward applies to all of us in the use of our material possessions, it also has a more specific application to people who have teaching authority in the church. One old commentator offered the following paraphrase: “The precepts that I have given apply to every individual, but with greater force to you who are in the situation of stewards, to whom much has been entrusted, and from whom consequently much will be required.”4


God has given pastors and elders spiritual responsibility. They must be faithful in their calling to feed the family of God, giving each person “their portion of food at the proper time” (Luke 12:42). This means preaching the Word of God in public worship, teaching the Word of God in classes and small group Bible studies, and sharing the Word of God in private counseling and personal discipleship. Every member of God’s household needs his or her portion of Scripture, and if we are called to any kind of teaching ministry in the church, we must be faithful to give the people of God good spiritual nourishment.


Here Jesus promises that faithful servants will gain their Master’s reward. What a blessing it is for workers when the boss walks in and finds them doing their jobs. Jesus applies this principle to Christian service. In verse 43 he says God will bless us when he finds us doing his will. Then in verse 44 he says God will promote us to positions of greater responsibility, especially on the day when we begin to rule with Christ in the kingdom of God. Charles Spurgeon said: “May the Lord keep you waiting, working, watching, that when he comes, you may have the blessedness of entering upon some larger, higher, nobler service than you could accomplish now, for which you are preparing by the lowlier and more arduous service of this world!”5


Will you be ready for that kind of responsibility, or not? It all depends on whether you are faithful or not—faithful to your calling in the household of God.






 

WITH THE UNFAITHFUL

Sadly, not every servant is faithful in doing his master’s will. This is especially true when the master is absent. How tempting it is to slack off when no one is there to check up on your work. It is only human nature: When the boss is away, the workers will play! But sooner or later the day of reckoning comes. In most situations, this only means that people have to get back to work, but the situation that Jesus described was rather more serious: “If that servant says to himself, ‘My master is delayed in coming,’ and begins to beat the male and female servants, and to eat and drink and get drunk, the master of that servant will come on a day when he does not expect him, and at an hour he does not know, and will cut him in pieces and put him with the unfaithful” (Luke 12:45–46). 


What terrible judgment will fall on every unfaithful servant! Here Jesus describes a situation of gross negligence. The steward deceives himself into thinking that his master will not come home any time soon. So rather than nourishing the other servants, he abuses them. Rather than keeping his sacred trust, he squanders his master’s provisions by gorging himself on the best food in the pantry and the finest wine in the cellar. The man is an abusive, drunken, gluttonous disgrace.


Many people treat God the same way today. They scoff at the idea that Jesus is coming again (see 2 Peter 3:4). They take advantage of the time God is giving them to repent by constantly putting God off. They abuse the good things God has given by squandering their resources on themselves. They are not faithful in serving Jesus Christ, and they are not ready for his return. This is even true in the church. How many pastors and elders are guilty of the very sins that Jesus describes in verses 45 and 46—abusive in their treatment of the men and women under their care, negligent in their ministry of God’s Word, and careless in their indulgence of earthly pleasures?


These are matters for serious self-examination. Do I believe that Jesus is coming soon, or do I live as if he has been delayed? Am I using my possessions for the good of others and the glory of God, or am I careless in my stewardship, using things mainly for myself? Am I teaching others the grace of God, or am I silent about my faith? These are good tests of our readiness for Christ’s return. Here is another good test, to use throughout the day: Am I a faithful servant, or would I be embarrassed if Jesus returned right now and found me doing what I am doing? Always act, said Charles Spurgeon, “just as you would wish to be acting if he were to come.”6


There will be a day of judgment. Here Jesus describes the terrible fate of an unfaithful steward who is unprepared for his master’s coming. His master will come when he is least expected and “cut his servant in pieces” (Luke 12:46). Such a grisly punishment was not unheard of in the ancient world, yet some scholars wonder whether Jesus was speaking literally. This may perhaps have been a manner of speech, like today when people say, “My boss is going to kill me when he finds out about this!” But in any case, the punishment for an unfaithful steward will be severe. 


It will be somewhat less severe for any other servants who, like the steward, are unfaithful. Jesus said, “And that servant who knew his master’s will but did not get ready or act according to his will, will receive a severe beating. But the one who did not know, and did what deserved a beating, will receive a light beating” (Luke 12:47–48). Here we learn that judgment is according to knowledge. The more a servant knows about what his master requires, the more serious his sin in failing to obey, and the more strictly he will be punished for any unfaithfulness.


This same principle holds true for the final judgment, which is what this parable is really about. People sometimes ask if it is really fair for God to condemn people who have never heard the gospel. From what Jesus says here, their punishment will be less severe. The more knowledge we have, the greater our responsibility, the greater our guilt if we fail to live up to what we know, and therefore the more severe our condemnation. The worst punishment of all will be for church leaders who should have known better but were still unfaithful to God.


Notice that no matter how much we know, or do not know, every unfaithful servant is still condemned. Basil the Great rightly observed: “When I consult the New Testament, I find that our Lord Jesus Christ does not absolve from punishment even sins committed in ignorance, although he attaches a harsher threat to deliberate sins.”7 No matter how much we know about the gospel, we all know something about God, and God will hold us accountable for it (see Rom. 1:18). In this parable some receive a heavier beating, and some receive a lighter beating, but they are all counted among the unfaithful.


So it will be at the final judgment, when the faithful in Christ will enter his glory, but all the unfaithful will be banished from the presence of God forever: “For those servants of Christ who labor faithfully and devotedly in His service every moment expecting the coming of their Lord and joyfully looking forward to it, the second coming of Jesus will be a matter of the greatest joy and of the most glorious gain. But for those who doubt His promises and who live in selfishness, imperiousness and worldly-mindedness, the second coming will be fraught with terror and irrevocable loss.”8 The most severe penalty in this passage is not to be cut into pieces, or to receive a beating, but to be counted unfaithful by God, and therefore condemned to everlasting destruction in hell. In the words of one commentary, “Neglectful Stewardship Leads to Utter Wretchedness with Unbelievers.”9






 

HOW MUCH IS REQUIRED?

These parables about servants and masters are some of the weightiest parables in the Gospels. They bring us face to face with our destiny, and show us that we all need a Savior. For whether we are more or less ignorant, and whether we have been more or less unfaithful, we have all been neglectful in our stewardship. Who can say that we have always been at the ready, or that we have made the best use of all the good things that God has given us, or that today we are living in full expectation of the coming of Christ? This is why we need a Savior—a Savior to suffer the punishment that we deserve for our sins. Jesus Christ is the true and faithful servant who took all our unfaithfulness upon himself when he died on the cross, and then buried it in the grave before coming back to life. Christianity is not a religion for faithful servants, but a gospel for unfaithful servants.


Now, having done everything that needed to be done for our salvation, Jesus calls us back into God’s service. He tells us to be watchful and faithful as we wait for his coming. Then he gives us this concluding exhortation: “Everyone to whom much was given, of him much will be required, and from him to whom they entrusted much, they will demand the more” (Luke 12:48).


This statement is in keeping with the principle Jesus had just been explaining. The more you have been given, the greater your responsibility to use it for the glory of God. If I may be permitted a word of personal testimony, God has used this verse—as much as any other verse in the Bible—to shape my life as a Christian and my calling as a minister of the gospel. My grandmother would give this verse to me when I was a little boy. She would remind me how much I had been given: my family, church, abilities, education, and so forth. Then she would say, “To whom much is given, of him shall much be required.” From time to time, as I thought about what God wanted me to do with my life, I would remember this verse. I would consider how much God had given to me, and how much he would require. In the end, this is one of the main reasons I became a minister. 


Perhaps you are able to give a similar testimony. Whether or not you came to know Christ at an early age, and whether or not you serve in the church full-time, God has called you into his service and prepared you for that calling. He has provided for your daily needs. He has given you sound spiritual instruction through the preaching of the gospel, through good Christian literature, and through the personal discipleship of godly men and women. How much God has given you! And how much he will require on the day when Jesus comes again! Are you ready to give him that much, or not?
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 BEFORE THE FIRE FALLS

Luke 12:49–59


“I came to cast fire on the earth, and would that it were already kindled! I have a baptism to be baptized with, and how great is my distress until it is accomplished! Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division.” (Luke 12:49–51)


I was standing where the fire jumped the trail. At first it was no bigger than a small Indian campfire, looking more like something you could move up close to and warm your hands against than something that in a few minutes could leave your remains lying in prayer with nothing on but a belt. . . . The fire . . . stopped for only a moment when it reached the trail we were hoping to use as a fire-line. . . . Then it jumped. . . . I broke and started up the hillside. . . . [The fire] was in front of me, as well as behind me, with nowhere to go but up. Above, it was little spot fires started by a sky of burning branches. The spot fires turned me in my course by leaping into each other and forming an avalanche of flame that went both down and up the mountain. I kept looking for escape openings marked by holes in smoke that at times burned upside down. Behind, where I did not dare to look, the main fire was sound and heat, a ground noise like a freight train. . . . It came so close it sounded as if it were cracking bones, and mine were the only bones around.1


 


So Norman Maclean describes his life or death experience as a smokejumper in the mountains of Montana. Maclean made it to the top of that hillside, where the fire reached its limit, and thus he lived to tell his story. By the grace of God, when fire fell with lightning from the sky, Maclean escaped the conflagration. He was terrified, and in a way, he was also purified, but the important thing is that he was saved.






 

BAPTISM BY FIRE

Luke 12 ends with a fiery blaze of judgment and an urgent warning to find safety in Christ before it is too late. Jesus had been teaching his disciples about his second coming and about their calling to be faithful as they watched and waited for his return. He then proceeded to connect his future coming in judgment with his more immediate work of suffering and dying for sinners: “I came to cast fire on the earth, and would that it were already kindled! I have a baptism to be baptized with, and how great is my distress until it is accomplished!” (Luke 12:49–50).


To understand what Jesus was saying, we need to know what kind of fire he was talking about, and what kind of baptism. Some see this fire as a reference to the Holy Spirit. Others see it as a symbol of God’s Word, or of the gospel. But in the Bible, the image of fire most frequently refers to divine judgment. So Jesus was talking about coming in judgment and fulfilling John the Baptist’s promise that he would baptize “with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Luke 3:16).


The Scripture says, “Our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29). When he is present in his holiness, God burns with a pure and powerful flame. This fire has a twofold effect: it consumes whatever is destined for destruction, while at the same time purifying whatever God ordains to refine. Fire always consumes or purifies, depending on the nature of what it burns. It is an instrument of judgment, revealing things for what they are. This is what Christ came to cast on the earth: the consuming, purifying fire of God’s judgment. Fire is “the spiritual power exercised by the Lord through His Word and Spirit—to the undoing of those who reject Him and to the refining of those who believe in Him.”2


There is a second image in these verses—the image of baptism. In coming to cast his fire, Jesus also had a baptism to undergo. Obviously this does not refer to his baptism in the Jordan River, because he had already received that baptism, and here he is looking ahead to something not yet accomplished. Yet it will be accomplished soon, for Jesus is not talking about something far in the future, like his second coming, but about something more immediate. In verses 49 and 51 he clearly refers to his first coming, not his second. Then in verse 56 he challenges the crowd to “interpret the present time.” So whatever baptism Jesus had in mind, it was a baptism he would receive in the course of his earthly ministry.


Jesus was speaking, of course, about his baptism into death by crucifixion, the fiery trial he would go through when he suffered the wrath of God against our sin on the cross. He was speaking about the waves of hellish curse that he would endure for our salvation. Before casting his consuming fire on the earth to destroy and to purify, Jesus must suffer the scorching heat of divine judgment; he “must first be plunged into the flood of pain and suffering.”3


This baptism by fire was something Jesus had a burning desire to fulfill. In verse 49 he expresses his longing to cast fire on the earth, and then in verse 50 he says that he will be under duress until he goes through his baptism. The word “distress” (synechomai) shows the anguish of our Savior’s soul as he anticipated what he would suffer for our salvation. The cross was costing him something even before he was crucified. He knew what terrible anguish awaited him, but the distress of this anticipation was only temporary, and Jesus was looking beyond it to accomplishing our salvation.


At the end of chapter 9 Jesus set his face towards Jerusalem (see Luke 9:51). That was a major turning point in Luke’s Gospel, as Jesus resolutely turned his steps in the direction of the cross. By the time we get to the end of chapter 12, Jesus wants to push the pace. With every passing day he has a growing sense of urgency about the great work that he must do. Already he is suffering for it, but he is not shrinking back. Here, with holy impatience, he tells his disciples that his soul will not be satisfied until he does what he has come to do.


I. Howard Marshall offers the following paraphrase of Luke 12:50: “How I am totally governed by this until it be finally accomplished.”4 What a joy it is for us to see our Savior say this on his way to the cross! Jesus was going there to suffer for our sins, to die in our place, and he would not rest until the job was done. This was the governing ambition of his life and ministry. With his heart set on accomplishing the great work of our salvation, he pressed relentlessly towards his baptism of the cross. Apart from this willing sacrifice, we could never be saved. 






 

A HOUSE DIVIDED

We have already seen how the coming of Christ divides and discriminates. Some are destroyed by the fire he casts, while others are refined by it. This is a hard teaching. Many people would prefer to think that God will save everyone in the end, and that no matter what we believe, we are still spiritually unified. In an interview on 60 Minutes, comedian Jim Carrey said, “I’m a Buddhist, I’m a Muslim, I’m a Christian. I’m whatever you want me to be . . . it all comes down to the same thing.”5


Even some Christians are starting to think this way. Here is how the Wall Street Journal described their view of salvation: “Personally, I am trusting Jesus Christ as my means of gaining God’s permanent favor and a place in heaven—but someone else could get to heaven based upon living an exemplary life.”6 There is nothing that divides us, the thinking goes—not even Jesus or his gospel.


Jesus himself took a rather different view. “Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth?” he asked. “No, I tell you, but rather division. For from now on in one house there will be five divided, three against two and two against three. They will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law” (Luke 12:51–53).


If Jesus had waited for his disciples to answer the question he asked, they would have said “Yes.” Did Jesus come to give peace on earth? Of course he did! This is what the Messiah was for. The Jews of that time generally believed that when their Savior came, he would establish peace on earth by defeating Israel’s enemies and building a golden kingdom. This expectation was based on all the ancient prophecies about the Prince of Peace (e.g., Isa. 9:6). To some extent, this popular expectation gets reinforced in the Gospels. Before Jesus was born, Zechariah prophesied that God would “guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:79). Then at the time of his nativity the angels announced, “On earth peace among those with whom he is pleased” (Luke 2:14). “Go in peace,” Jesus would sometimes say (e.g., Luke 7:50; 8:48). Later, the apostles picked up this theme in their preaching, declaring that there is peace between Jews and Gentiles in Christ (Eph. 2:17). Did Jesus come to give peace on earth? Absolutely. 


However, the peace of Christ will not be perpetual until the end of the age, when Jesus comes again to consummate his kingdom. Only then will we experience full and lasting peace. Only then will the lion lie down with the lamb and the swords be beaten into plowshares. In the meantime, “we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). We have the peace of the Holy Spirit. We have the inner peace that comes from knowing our heavenly Father loves us and cares for us. But we do not always have peace with other people.


This is especially true when it comes to our religion. Jesus is divisive. At the time he spoke these words, people were still making up their minds about him, but soon they would have to make a decision. Soon he would die and rise again, and then people would be forced to make a choice: Is Jesus the Son of God and the Savior of sinners, or not? There is no way to take both sides of the question. If we believe that Jesus is who he says he is, then we must receive him as our only Savior and follow him as our only Lord. If we do not believe him, then we are free to dismiss him as a legend from the past, or as a mere human being. But everyone has to make a choice. All roads do not lead to God. We are either for Jesus or against him, and this division draws a line right down the middle of the human race. This is what Jesus came to bring: not peace, but division.


Knowing this helps us have the right expectations. Some people expect that knowing Christ will make life happier and easier, and in some ways it does. But as followers of Christ we are called to share in his sufferings, and often this includes facing hostility from people who do not know Christ. We see this all through the history of the church, from the Roman persecutions right up to the attacks many Christians suffer today from Muslim extremists and totalitarian governments. Even if what we face is less severe, we see the same hostility in our own culture, where people ridicule biblical convictions and sometimes treat evangelical Christianity as a form of fascism. This is not surprising. Jesus did not come to give peace on earth, but to bring division. 


Nowhere is this division more painful than in our own families. When someone from a non-Christian family comes to faith in Christ, it often disrupts family relationships, and sometimes threatens to destroy them. By the grace of God, many of these relationships will get restored, but what heartache any conflict brings!


Sometimes the division comes when we start sharing the gospel with our families. This is partly our own fault if we try to tell them the truth without showing them God’s love. But the division is also there because some of our family members do not want to know Christ. In fact, depending on where we live in the world, they may try to put us to death.


Other times the division comes when a Christian repents, turning away from sin. Friends and family members may find this threatening. They say that the new believer is being judgmental, but often the real issue is their own guilty conscience. They resent having someone around who challenges their lifestyle, or who reminds them that they are not right with God.


Then there are times the division comes when a Christian makes a commitment to full-time ministry. Unless they are Christians themselves (and sometimes even if they are), parents may feel that Christian service is a second-class calling—the waste of a perfectly good education. Or they may resent the fact that their children are moving into a needy urban neighborhood, giving their grandchildren a Christian education, or going overseas with the gospel. They do not mind having their children get religious, as long as they do not take it to any extremes.


Most of the time there is less hostility. Relationships remain close, even with family members who do not have a commitment to Christ, but there is always some underlying tension, as well as the distress of knowing that there are spiritual things you can never share. Then there is the anguish we suffer when we see the people we love—members of our own families—living and dying without making a personal faith commitment to Jesus Christ.


Whatever the precise reason for the division, sooner or later Jesus always causes a conflict. Some family members have their own plans for our lives, and when they do, inevitably the claims they make on us will come into conflict with the lordship of Jesus Christ. This will also happen at school, at work, in the neighborhood. It will even happen in the church, because there are unbelievers there, too—people who call themselves Christians but really do not know Christ. Our first allegiance is to Jesus Christ, and there are times when his claim on our lives brings us into conflict with other people. 


However much we are grieved by this, we should not be surprised by it. Jesus told us this would happen. He said that he did not come only to unite, but also to divide. What causes the division is that some people refuse to come to him in faith. J. C. Ryle thus offered this wise counsel: “Let us never be moved by those who charge the Gospel with being the cause of strife and divisions upon earth. . . . It is not the Gospel which is to blame, but the corrupt heart of man. . . . So long as some men and women will not repent and believe, and some will, there must needs be division. To be surprised at it is the height of folly. The very existence of division is one proof of Christ’s foresight, and of the truth of Christianity.”7






 

A SIGN OF THE TIMES

Jesus was not content to leave things there, but pressed his listeners to make a decision. He had come to cast fire on the earth—the fire of judgment. He had a baptism to endure—the baptism of the cross. His work as Savior and Judge would cause a division that would cut right down the center of the human race. But which side will you be on? This was the question that confronted the crowd, that confronts everyone. We are either with Jesus or against him. When the fire falls, we will either be refined, or else destroyed. Either we trust in Christ and his cross, or else we ignore him and reject him. We are either with the people of God, or against them.


Jesus said to the crowds: “When you see a cloud rising in the west, you say at once, ‘A shower is coming.’ And so it happens. And when you see the south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat,’ and so it happens. You hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the present time?” (Luke 12:54–56).


Weather forecasting was not terribly sophisticated in those days, but in that predictable climate it was reasonably accurate. For example, a cloud rising in the west, coming off the Mediterranean Sea, was likely to bring rain (e.g. 1 Kings 18:44–45), whereas a wind blowing up from the south, coming off the desert, would typically bring a heat wave. Everybody knew about the weather simply by observing nature.


What did people know about spiritual things? As they watched Jesus go about his teaching and healing ministry, they should have seen what was happening. They should have recognized the spiritual signs, like those noble sons of Issachar we read about in the Old Testament—“men who had understanding of the times” (1 Chron. 12:32). But they could not see it, or if they did, they would not admit it (which would explain why Jesus called them “hypocrites”). They knew how to read the sky, with its clouds of blessing and its scorching winds, but they could not interpret current events as they pertained to Jesus, the coming judgment, and the way of everlasting life.


What, specifically, should they have seen? Luke is the Gospel of knowing for sure, and it has shown us what Jesus was saying and doing. People should have learned from his teaching that he spoke with divine authority. This was the man who took the old promises about salvation and said, “They are fulfilled in my ministry” (see Luke 4:21). They also should have seen from his miracles that he had true divine power. This was the man who ruled the waves and who cast out demons “by the finger of God” (see Luke 11:20). If people had been able to interpret the times, they would have recognized that Jesus was the Messiah who had come to bring salvation.


They also should have seen that judgment was coming. Jesus was just the kind of prophet who always got persecuted, and probably killed. Already the religious leaders were plotting against him (see Luke 11:53–54), and this served as a storm warning. If people had been able to interpret the times, they would have seen the gathering clouds and taken cover. Yet they never saw it coming. Because of their spiritual blindness, “they do not see the cloud of grace and blessings which appears with Him to all who believe in Him, nor do they observe the glowing heat of the judgment which He brings for those who are disobedient.”8


Many of the people in the crowds never did understand who Jesus was, or what he had come to do. It would be tempting to come up with excuses for them. After all, how could they know that Jesus was the Savior until he had finished his saving work? Not even the disciples understood what Jesus was saying about dying and rising again. How could anyone be expected to interpret his ministry before the cross and the empty tomb? Nevertheless, Jesus said they should have been able to read the signs. They should have seen what was starting to happen and trusted him as their Savior.


If they should have seen it, then we certainly should. We have the testimony of the Gospels, which not only tell us what Jesus did, but also explain what it means. Then we have the rest of the New Testament to give us the true interpretation of Jesus and his salvation. Furthermore, we are living on the other side of the resurrection. God has raised Jesus from the dead. This is the sign that his sacrifice for sin has been accepted, and that now, through faith in him, our sins are forgiven and we have the hope of eternal life. See the signs of the cross and the empty tomb. Understand what they mean. Trust Jesus for your salvation.






 

SETTLING OUR CASE

Judgment is coming, and before the fire falls, we need to make sure that we have a right relationship with God. Jesus said we need to do this now, before it is too late: “And why do you not judge for yourselves what is right? As you go with your accuser before the magistrate, make an effort to settle with him on the way, lest he drag you to the judge, and the judge hand you over to the officer, and the officer put you in prison. I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the very last penny” (Luke 12:57–59).


Here Jesus shrewdly advocates the speedy resolution of a familiar legal situation. There are times when it is better for a defendant to go through all the trouble of a legal proceeding. This is especially true when he is innocent and has a good chance of winning his case. But when the defendant is guilty and there is no way to mount a defense, it is always more advantageous to settle out of court. Otherwise the guilty party will end up suffering the full penalty for his crime.


The legal situation is easy enough to understand, but what is the spiritual application? We need to be careful not to take this mini-parable too far, or turn it into an allegory by connecting each and every character to someone outside the parable. The general context in this section of Luke is the final judgment. Jesus is giving us the friendly legal advice that we need to settle our case with God before it is too late. 


Settling our case begins with admitting that we are guilty. Unless we see how sinful we are, we will never know how much we need to get right with God. Therefore, we need to follow the example of the man in the parable. We need to confess that the accusation against us is just, and that we deserve to be punished for all the crimes that we have committed. We need to believe what God says: all have sinned, and the wages of our sin is death. Furthermore, we need to believe that people who die in their sins will end up in the fiery prison of hell, where they can never get out because they owe a debt they can never repay. How will any sinner find enough righteousness in hell to satisfy the justice of God and get to heaven? In the words of one old commentator, “The wicked shall be placed in hell until they pay their debt to the uttermost farthing; and as they never will pay it, it is certain that they will be there to all eternity.”9


Once we see how hopeless our case really is, we will be compelled to settle it, especially when we realize that we are running out of time. We are already well on our way to judgment. Throughout this discourse, Jesus has been saying that he is coming soon. We need to get things settled with God right away, before it is too late. Here is how Michael Wilcock summarizes our legal predicament: “a lawsuit is in progress, a writ is being issued, and a heavy sentence is impending, and those who ignore the plain signs of the way things are going will have only themselves to blame when they are finally called to account.”10 This is what will happen to us unless we are shrewd enough to settle our case before we ever get to the final judgment. “For who is not reconciled to Him in time, and is not bound to Him in faith, will meet with irrevocable sufferings—he will never be able to pay off his debt of sin.”11


Fortunately, our case is easily settled—not because we are innocent, or because we can mount any kind of defense in our own behalf, but because the Judge of the High Court is also willing to be our Savior. This is the legal remedy that God has provided in the gospel. The same Jesus who is coming in judgment also suffered judgment when he was crucified for our sins—his baptism by fire. By dying on the cross for our sins, God the Son fully satisfied the demands of God’s own justice. 


Now Jesus offers to settle our case once and for all. The fire he casts is the fire he quenches for all who trust in him. If we come to him in faith, confessing our sins and asking him to be our Savior, then we will never have to suffer the punishment that we deserve for our sins. Our debt is already paid. We are justified before God.


Have you settled your case with God? How much better it is to settle it now through the cross of Christ than to settle it later by suffering the wrath of God! Yet tragically some people never take the trouble to settle their case. According to David Gooding, “They have not as yet discovered that their case is hopelessly bad, and that God has already declared it to be so. They drift on through life towards the final judgment under the comforting, but completely false, illusion that though they are not perfect, they are not bad enough to be damned. If they persist in such unrealism, damned is precisely what they will be.”12


Some people do not settle their case because they do not really believe that they are guilty. They should listen to their conscience, which testifies that they have sinned against the holiness of God. Some people think they still have more time. Maybe they do, but they should listen to Jesus, who says that the day of judgment will be here before we know it. Some people do not know how easy it is to get right with God. They should listen to Luke, who says that Jesus will save us if only we trust in him.


Whatever reasons people have for not settling their case with God, none of them will seem very persuasive when the fire falls. There is so much to lose in the coming judgment, and so much to gain by coming to Christ. Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life” (John 5:24).
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 REPENT OR PERISH

Luke 13:1–9


And he answered them, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered in this way? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” (Luke 13:2–3)


On the day after a disaster, people always ask the same unanswerable questions. Who is to blame for what happened? Why did God allow it? What did the victims do to deserve such terrible suffering?


People ask these questions in the aftermath of any atrocity. They were asking them after September 11, 2001, when two airplanes slammed into the twin towers of New York’s World Trade Center. Thousands of workers were trapped in the fireball and crushed in the collapse. Afterwards, people wanted to know who was to blame for making the attack, or for not preventing it. They wanted to know why God allowed such terrible suffering, and what the victims did to deserve it.


People were asking the same questions after December 26, 2004, when a powerful tsunami slammed into the coast of Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and India. More than a hundred thousand people perished; millions lost their homes. Then people started to ask the questions: Why did God allow this to happen? Why wasn’t there any warning? What did the victims do to deserve such a deadly deluge? 


The disasters change, but the questions remain the same. Sometimes death and destruction are caused by human beings: military aggression, religious persecution, violence in the city streets. Other times the disaster has a natural cause: tornado, earthquake, tsunami, disease. But whatever the cause, people ask the same questions: Who is to blame, and why didn’t God do something to stop it?






 

A TERRIBLE ATROCITY

Jesus said there is something else we ought to ask instead—a question we may find surprising. He said that when disaster strikes, we should consider our own inevitable demise and our eternal destiny. We too will die someday, so we need to be ready. Unless we repent, we will perish. So we need to ask this question: Do I have a right relationship with God?


Jesus made this evangelistic appeal in response to two disasters from his own day—shocking events that people were talking about and trying to understand. The first was a terrible atrocity carried out by Roman soldiers against a group of pious Israelites. While Jesus was teaching, some people reported what had happened: “There were some present at that very time who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices” (Luke 13:1).


We do not know anything else about this incident because this is the only place it is mentioned in the historical records. Apparently a group of Galileans had been offering animal sacrifices. Presumably they had done this at the temple at Jerusalem, and probably during Passover, which is when pilgrims typically made their sacrifices. While they were engaged in this religious act of worship to the one true God, the Galileans were viciously murdered by soldiers under the governance of Pontius Pilate, the Roman ruler of Judea.


The Galileans were fiercely independent in those days, so perhaps Pilate saw these men as a political threat. Certainly such senseless slaughter was in keeping with the governor’s bloodthirsty reputation, for “many massacres marked his administration.”1 In this particular massacre, the blood of the victims mingled with the blood of their sacrifices, turning their sacred ritual into a sacrilege. To help explain how enraged people were when they heard about this, Art Lindsley makes the following comparison: “It would be as if terrorists came into a church and shot worshipers as they were partaking of Communion, then mingled their blood with the Communion wine.”2


It is not clear why people brought this report to Jesus. Maybe they thought he would be interested because Jesus himself was a Galilean. Maybe they were responding to what he had been saying about the coming judgment and interpreting the signs of the times. But whatever their reasons for mentioning this terrible atrocity, they assumed that the victims themselves were to blame. We know this from the way that Jesus answered: “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered in this way? No, I tell you” (Luke 13:2–3).


Whenever something terrible happens to someone, there are always some people who say that it must be the person’s own fault. Bad things only happen to bad people. This theology of sin and suffering was especially common in ancient Israel: “At that time it was a generally accepted notion that whenever calamities visited people this was a proof that they were exceptionally sinful and that for this reason God allowed them to be overtaken by such disasters.”3


There are some well-known examples of this kind of blame-making in Scripture. When Job suffered his many calamities, his so-called friends came and chided him by saying, “Remember: who that was innocent ever perished? Or where were the upright cut off?” (Job 4:7). In other words, “Only the guilty get punished, so you must be guilty.” The disciples followed the same line of reasoning when they met a man who had been blind from birth. They asked Jesus, “Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” (John 9:2). The disciples assumed that he had to be suffering because of somebody’s sin. The only question was who the sinner was.


Some people still think the same way today. They believe that suffering is always and only caused by the sin of those who suffer. Therefore, they say that you are to blame for whatever goes wrong. If something bad happens—if you lose your job, or come down with a serious illness—then you must have done something bad to deserve it. You have brought your troubles on yourself.


Sometimes people do suffer the consequences for their own actions. However, not all suffering is caused by someone’s sin. Even when it is, we do not know all of God’s reasons for doing what he is doing in someone’s life—including our own lives. Therefore, we simply do not have the right to make moral judgments that are based on someone’s suffering. Jesus rejected this whole line of reasoning. He said no one should think that the Galilean martyrs were any worse than anyone else. When their blood was shed, God was not singling them out to punish them for their sins.


When something bad happens, rather than leaping to conclusions about how guilty someone is, we have something far more important to think about: our own sin and the punishment that it deserves. “Unless you repent,” Jesus warned, “you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:3).


This statement assumes that we are guilty sinners, and so we are. Our depravity is so self-evident, so noncontroversial, that Jesus does not even assert it; he just assumes it. Some sins are more obvious than others, and some are easier to hide. Some sins are worse than others in their destructive power. But all sin is sin, and even the smallest sin is a violation against the holiness of an infinitely perfect God. We are no different from anyone else. We all fall short of the glory of God.


Furthermore, we are all going to die. This is something people often seem to forget after a disaster. We are horrified at the way people have died, and rightly so. We are shocked and grieved that people have fallen from the sky, or been swept out to sea, or killed in cold blood. In our distress we sometimes fail to see the real tragedy, which is that we are all going to die. In a disaster, death comes all of a sudden. Yet the overall death rate remains unchanged: it is still 100 percent. Since we belong to a lost and fallen race, we are all destined to die, and after that, we will face the final judgment. John Calvin wisely said, “All the calamities that happen in the world are testimonies of the wrath of God.”4 And according to Jesus, this is what we should think about after a disaster: our own imminent demise and our great need for the forgiveness of our sins. Unless we repent, we too will perish. 






 

A TRAGIC ACCIDENT

Jesus used a second example to make the same spiritual point. This example involved a tragic accident rather than a terrible atrocity, but Jesus used it to give the same warning: “Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:4–5).


Once again, the Bible is the only place where this incident is mentioned. Some have speculated that it was a construction accident. The tower may have fallen while workers were building an aqueduct at the famous pool of Siloam. But in any case, the way Jesus referred to the accident shows that it was common knowledge. Everyone knew about the fallen tower. They knew where it happened, and how many people were killed. As people talked about this tragedy, asking the usual questions, some of them concluded that the people who died were at fault. For something this terrible to happen to them, they must have done something wrong.


Today people would probably blame God for what happened. Why didn’t he do anything to stop it? Nevertheless, most people thought that the victims themselves were to blame. They believed in the sovereignty of God, and they concluded (wrongly, as it turned out) that the people who died were being punished for their sins. There are still some people who think this way today. They assume that some are better and some are worse, and people generally get what they deserve in this life. Our misfortune is the result of our misdeeds.


This way of thinking is wrong for a couple of reasons. To begin with, this life is not the life of ultimate reward. In the course of our earthly existence, God sometimes rewards people for obedience and punishes them for disobedience. But the books of his justice are not yet balanced. Evil often goes unpunished in this life, while virtue goes unrewarded. We must wait until the day of judgment for total justice to be done. In the meantime, we should be very cautious about making our own judgments about what people deserve, based on how much blessing they seem to be getting. 


There is another problem with assuming that God treats us better or worse according to what we do, which is that we are all sinful enough to deserve the wrath of God. Notice the precise place where Jesus disagreed with his listeners. He did not say they were wrong to hold God responsible for the fall of the tower. Jesus knew that this too was under God’s sovereign control. No, the place he disagreed with them was in their assumption that they were morally superior to the people who died at Siloam. On the contrary, the people who died in that tragic accident were no better and no worse than anyone else.


The word Jesus used to describe the victims is spiritually significant. The word translated “offenders” is the Greek word for debtors (opheiletai), which is the best word to describe people who owe something to God for their sin. “The fact is,” writes Michael Wilcock, “that we are all sinners, all in need of repentance, all deserving of punishment, and all preserved from the wrath of God—at least until judgment day—purely by his mercy.”5


If this is our true spiritual condition—that due to our sin we are debtors to God—then we need to obey the command of Christ and repent! Jesus says it twice in this passage, once after talking about the Galileans, and then again after speaking about Siloam: “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:3, 5).


To repent is to confess the sinfulness of our sin against God. It is to make a full and open acknowledgment that we have done what is wrong in God’s sight, or that we have failed to do what is right. It is to be honest enough to admit that we are guilty of pride, lust, greed, bitterness, worry, self-pity, self-righteousness, and all the other sins that we have committed.


To repent is also to be contrite. It is to be sorry for what we have done. It is to feel sadness and remorse—not just because we got caught, or have to face the consequences, but because we are grieved by our sin itself as an offense against God.


Then to repent is to change our ways, turning away from our sin. It is not enough to know that sin is sin, or even to shed tears of sorrow. If we are truly penitent, then we will leave our sin behind and follow after God. Kent Hughes thus calls repentance “a change of mind that brings a change of actions.”6


These are the three elements of true repentance: confession, contrition, and change. The Westminster Confession of Faith summarizes by saying that in repentance “a sinner, out of the sight and sense not only of the danger, but also of the filthiness and odiousness of his sins, as contrary to the holy nature, and righteous law of God . . . so grieves for, and hates his sins, as to turn from them all unto God, purposing and endeavoring to walk with Him in all the ways of His commandments” (15.2).


Have you repented in the biblical way? Confession is the intellectual aspect of repentance: we know in our minds that we have sinned. Contrition is the emotional aspect of repentance: we feel in our hearts that we have sinned. Change is the volitional aspect of repentance: we resolve in our wills that we will go and sin no more. All three aspects are essential for our repentance to be genuine. It is one thing to know that we have sinned, and another thing to grieve for what we have done. But even that is not enough. We have not truly repented until we have started turning away from sin and towards the righteousness of God.


Unless we so repent, we will perish. Here Jesus is speaking about the final judgment. By “perish” he does not mean that we will lose our lives in some terrible accident, but that we will suffer the eternal wrath of God. Jesus has already said that the Son of Man will come again when he is least expected (Luke 12:40). He has said that when he returns, he will reward his faithful servants and punish his unfaithful servants (Luke 12:37–38, 46–48). He has said that we need to settle our case with God before it is too late; otherwise, we will never get out of prison (Luke 12:57–59). Now he says that we must either repent or perish (Luke 13:3), and then he says it again (Luke 13:5).


No one can make the choice any clearer than Jesus made it. If we truly repent—making a full confession of our sin, with genuine sorrow and a sincere determination to follow Jesus—God will forgive all our sins. On the basis of the death that Jesus died on the cross, he will grant us a full pardon. But if we do not repent—if we hold on to our sins, not confessing what we have done, not being sorry for it, and not changing our ways—we will never be forgiven. 


Be sure to repent of all your sin and trust in Jesus Christ for your salvation. Philip Henry wisely said, “Some people do not like to hear much of repentance. But I think it so necessary, that if I should die in the pulpit, I should desire to die preaching repentance, and if I should die out of the pulpit, I should desire to die practicing it.”7






 

A BARREN TREE

To reinforce what he was saying about the need for repentance and the fruit that repentance brings, Jesus told another famous parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, and he came seeking fruit on it and found none. And he said to the vinedresser, ‘Look, for three years now I have come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down. Why should it use up the ground?’” (Luke 13:6–7).


Some trees are more fruitful than others. By virtue of their cultivation, their choice location, or their native strength, they bear a rich harvest of juicy fruit. When a farmer plants a vineyard, he will settle for nothing less. But of course he will give any new tree enough time to get established before expecting it to bear fruit—years in some cases, depending on the type of tree.


The landowner in this parable felt that he had waited long enough. Year after year he had come hoping to find figs on his fruit tree, but it was an annual disappointment. Although it was planted in fertile soil, it was not producing the expected fruit. It was still barren, and by now the owner had seen enough. “Cut it down!” he said to his gardener.


I have had the same frustration in Center City Philadelphia. New trees were planted outside the windows of my second-floor study at the church. I waited impatiently for them to grow tall enough so that birds could nest in their branches and I could watch the leaves change with the seasons. But the trees were stunted by salt in the wintertime, making them the last to bloom and the first to fade. The leaves did not even cover the branches. I waited a couple of years to see if they might recover, but when they failed again the following spring, I said, “It’s time to take down those trees and start again.” 


God was starting to feel the same way about his people Israel. To see this, we need to know the vital background to this parable in the Old Testament, where God often used the image of the vine or the fig tree to refer to his people. “Like grapes in the wilderness, I found Israel,” God said. “Like the first fruit on the fig tree in its first season, I saw your fathers” (Hos. 9:10). You are “my vine,” he said to his people (Joel 1:7). “The vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the house of Israel” (Isa. 5:7).


God cultivated Israel to be a fruitful tree in his vineyard. Thus he had every right to expect them to bear good fruit. They had every spiritual advantage: the Word of God in Scripture, the promises of the covenant, and the sacrifices of atonement. Now they were in the presence of the Messiah. Therefore, they should bear the abundant fruit of obedience to God.


Surely God expects the same thing from us. We have heard the good news of the gospel—that Jesus died for our sins and rose again. We can read the entire Bible in both of its testaments. We have received the Holy Spirit, who is working in us to produce love, joy, peace, and all the other virtues of his grace (Gal. 5:22–23; cf. Eph. 5:9). We are connected to Jesus Christ, the true and living vine (John 15:5). Therefore, we ought to bear good fruit for God. We should be growing in godliness, gaining spiritual ground in our struggle against sin. We should be active in ministry, doing something for the service of God. We should be effective in evangelism, giving a good testimony of what it means to have a saving relationship with Jesus Christ. We should have a life-giving spiritual influence on other people. We are called “to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God” (Col. 1:10; cf. John 15:8).


Otherwise, we are just taking up space, which was the problem with the fig tree in the parable. Because it failed to bear good fruit, it was wasting valuable soil. By using this analogy, Jesus was saying that the Israelites were just as barren. They had no spiritual vitality. God was looking for good fruit in their lives, but he was not finding any, so he was getting ready to cut them down (cf. Matt. 21:43).


How fruitful are you? Are you bearing the good fruit of spiritual growth, faithful service, and influential discipleship? Are you as fruitful as you ought to be, or are you spiritually scrawny? Are you producing Golden Delicious, or is it only crabapple?


God is looking for good fruit, and if he cannot find any, we need to repent before we perish. In a poem called “Contrition,” Ralph Knevet wrote, “The fig tree yields a fruit that’s sweet.” Yet deep down the poet knew that he was more barren than fruitful, so he made the following confession:


But I that wretched tree am, which
 The hunger of my Christ deceives,
 He fruit expects, but I am rich
 In nothing but vain spreading leaves. . . .


 


Yea, I am that same fig tree vain,
 Which in Christ’s vineyard planted was,
 Dressed many years with care, and pain,
 Yet only serve to fill a place:
 I therefore fear the axes wound,
 Because I cumber but the ground.8


 






 

STAY OF EXECUTION

The parable of the fig tree is a sober warning for fruitless souls. “I find no fruit,” the owner says, rendering his verdict on the barren tree. Then he passes his sentence on people who stand in God’s vineyard, but have no spiritual life in them: “Cut it down,” he commands. The axe is laid to the root of the tree; the tree is ready to fall.


At this point someone suddenly intercedes on behalf of the tree and wins a stay of execution. The servant who cared for the vineyard says to the owner: “Sir, let it alone this year also, until I dig around it and put on manure. Then if it should bear fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down” (Luke 13:8–9).


The servant did not deny that the fig tree had failed to bear good fruit, or that it deserved to be chopped down. Nevertheless, he believed that the tree deserved one last chance. He would give it every opportunity to bear good fruit. He would loosen the soil around its roots; he would be liberal in his application of fertilizer; then he would wait to see what happened the following year. If the tree began to bear good fruit, it would be allowed to stand; if not, it would perish. We decided to follow a similar course of action to save the trees on our street in Philadelphia: we asked an arborist to tell us how to rescue them before it was too late.


This parable is about God’s patience with his people Israel. They had every opportunity to come to Christ and bear good fruit. For nearly three years, Jesus had been healing them and teaching them to follow God. Alas, they were bearing so little fruit! Most of the Jews rejected Jesus. Yet in his mercy, God would give them one final opportunity. Jesus would die on the cross; he would be raised from the grave; his gospel would be preached in Israel. Thus there was still time for people to repent and bear good spiritual fruit through faith in Jesus Christ.


Nevertheless, the window of opportunity would not stay open forever. This was the last chance for the people of that generation. If they did not repent, they would perish, as many of them did. Not many years later Jerusalem was besieged, the temple was destroyed, and Israel was scattered. Like the owner in the parable, God would not wait forever: “Although God through His grace postpones for such a long time the punishment of the impenitent, in order to give them the opportunity of repentance, the day will nevertheless finally dawn when the time of grace expires.”9 Eventually the time will come for every fruitless tree to be cut down. As Jesus said on another occasion, “If anyone does not abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned” (John 15:6).


Today many people are in a similar situation, including many people in the church. They are not bearing good spiritual fruit. If they remain barren, then eventually they will be chopped down. God will not spare us forever. The day of disaster will not be delayed indefinitely. Judgment will come. But it has not happened yet, and therefore there is still time to repent. There is still time to believe in Jesus Christ and bear good spiritual fruit. The Bible says that the Lord “is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). 


The reason we still have time to repent is that God is so patient with us. We have not yet perished, not because we are any better than anyone else, but because God is long in showing us mercy. Even now, like the vinedresser in the parable, Jesus is interceding for our salvation. Matthew Henry said, “had it not been for Christ’s intercession, the whole world had been cut down.”10 But by the mercy of Christ, we are still standing, and we still have time to believe the gospel and repent of our sin.


In his preaching on this passage, John Bunyan identified Jesus as the vinedresser in the parable, who is cultivating us for repentance, preparing us for salvation. Treating the passage somewhat allegorically, Bunyan imagined him saying to the owner: “I will loosen his roots; I will dig up this earth, I will lay his roots bare. My hand shall be upon him by sickness, by disappointments, by cross providences.” These are some of the life experiences that God uses to bring us to repentance: sickness, sadness, and trouble. Jesus does this so that we will bear more spiritual fruit, in keeping with our repentance (see Luke 3:8). Here is how Bunyan explained it:


Thus, I say, deals the Lord Jesus ofttimes with the barren professor; He diggeth about him, He smiteth one blow at his heart, another blow at his lusts, a third at his pleasures, a fourth at his comforts, another at his self-conceitedness: thus He diggeth about him. This is the way to take bad earth from the roots, and to loosen his roots from the earth. Barren fig-tree! See here the care, the love, the labor, and way, which the Lord Jesus, the Dresser of the vineyard, is fair to take with thee, if haply thou mayest be made fruitful.11


 


What is Jesus doing to cultivate spiritual fruit in your life? Perhaps he is using difficult experiences to bring you to repentance. Certainly he is using his Word to fertilize your soul. How then are you responding to his gracious work for your salvation? The best way to respond is to repent, believe, and bear good fruit.


But whatever you do, do not presume upon the patience of God. While others have perished in the day of disaster, your life has been spared. Do not let the delay of death mislead you into thinking that you will escape disaster forever. Eventually you too will die. After that, you will face the judgment. Jesus says, “Unless you repent, you too will perish.” It is hard to see how he could make it any clearer than that.


Jesus has made the way of escape just as clear. Do you think the Galileans would have gone to the temple if they had known that soldiers were coming to kill them? Or that people would have gone up the tower of Siloam that day if they had known that it was going to fall? Unlike them, we know that a day of disaster is coming. How merciful Jesus is to tell us this! How gracious God is to provide a way of escape! “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16).
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 A DAY FOR MERCY

Luke 13:10–17


Then the Lord answered him, “You hypocrites! Does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger and lead it away to water it? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day?” (Luke 13:15–16)


A normal part of life in an abnormal world.” This is the way Stephanie Hubach—the mother of a child with Down syndrome—describes disability. From the Christian perspective, disability is a normal part of life in an abnormal world.


Disabilities are often considered abnormal. But if “normal” means something that many people experience, and that nearly everyone is familiar with, disability is certainly normal. Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia has dozens of people with disabilities. Various church members are blind, deaf, or lame. Some are physically deformed; others are completely crippled. Some are confined to wheelchairs; others are unable to leave their homes. Whether these disabilities were there from birth or came later on in life, it is normal to have them, and normal to have friends who have them. Disability is a regular part of life.


Nevertheless, a disability is still a disability, and this is where the abnormality comes in. Disability is normal only in an abnormal world. It was not this way from the beginning, when God created a perfect world for perfect people with perfect bodies. Adam and Eve were not created disabled, and their children never would have been disabled unless sin had entered the world. Hubach explains it like this:


According to the biblical account in Genesis, tragedy struck with the Fall of mankind—with a devastating impact on every aspect of creation. As Paul states in Romans 8:20, “the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice.” Our world became an abnormal world. . . . Disability is simply a more noticeable form of the brokenness that is common to human experience—a normal part of life in an abnormal world.1


 






 

CRIPPLED BY SATAN’S CRUELTY

It was normal for Jesus to meet people with disabilities too, except that he had the power to do something about them. We see his power in the true story that Luke told about Jesus and a woman with a disabling spirit. She was crippled by Satan’s cruelty, but cured by Christ’s compassion. From what happened afterwards, we see the callous indifference of religious people who oppose the grace of God, and also the wonderful opportunity we have to glorify God by showing mercy on his holy day.


The story begins with someone in desperate need: “Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the Sabbath. And there was a woman who had had a disabling spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and could not fully straighten herself ” (Luke 13:10–11).


It was obvious to all who saw her that the woman was suffering from a crippling disability. Some medical experts theorize that she may have suffered from “spondylitis deformans; the bones of her spine were fused into a rigid mass.”2 But whatever the proper diagnosis, the woman’s suffering was acute. She was stooped over with pain, and her disability affected everything in life. It limited her capacity for work, it disturbed her nighttime rest, hindered her relationships, and prevented her from holding her head up high. The woman’s dignity seemed to be diminished. 


There must have been times when the woman struggled with deep discouragement and maybe even despondent despair, for she had suffered all this for nearly twenty years. As anyone with a disability can testify, it is hard to be content with chronic pain and permanent physical limitations. In such circumstances, even someone who knows the joy of the Lord may be tempted to self-pity, at least sometimes.


Some people probably wondered what the woman had done to deserve all this. In those days it was common to think that people always suffered because of their own sins. But from everything we know, this woman had done nothing wrong. She was “a daughter of Abraham” (Luke 13:16). Since Abraham is the man of faith (Rom. 4:3), she therefore belonged to the community of faith, which is why she was worshiping at the synagogue. This woman was not to blame for her suffering. On the contrary, her case had a different cause: she was crippled by Satan’s cruelty.


Luke hints at the devil’s involvement when he says that she had “a disabling spirit” (Luke 13:11). This expression is not simply a figure of speech. Nor does it reflect a primitive, premodern understanding of the human body, in which every disability is attributed to some evil spirit. As a doctor, Luke knew that this woman’s disability (or “weakness,” to translate the term more literally) had a supernatural cause. This is the only place where he describes someone as having a disabling spirit. He knew that in this unusual case, the victim was under spiritual attack. This diagnosis is confirmed in verse 16, where Jesus says that she was bound by Satan.


We should be careful not to attribute every medical difficulty we have to a direct attack from Satan. Some Christians misinterpret Luke 13:11 to mean that all of our physical (or spiritual) troubles are caused by some demonic “spirit.” Yet as mysterious as it may seem, God sometimes allows his people to suffer a spiritual attack that causes a physical disability, and this was a clear example. The woman was bowed low by demonic oppression. Her physical trouble was caused by spiritual torment.


Satan’s cruelty in crippling this woman is only one example of the hatred he has for all of us. Her physical disability is a picture of our own spiritual oppression:


The woman’s physical condition was not due simply to physical causes. Christ declared it to be a bondage induced by Satan, whose malevolence has always sought from the very beginning to rob man of his dominion and dignity and degrade him into a slave. Few men and women have bent backs physically: but morally and spiritually all men and women find themselves sooner or later bent and bowed by weaknesses of one kind or another from which they have not the strength to free themselves.3


 


Even if God has not allowed him to afflict our bodies, as he does on some occasions, Satan is always trying to break our spiritual backs with the burden of our guilty sin.






 

CURED BY CHRIST’S COMPASSION

There is no way for us to free ourselves from this debilitating spiritual bondage, any more than the woman in the Gospel could ever save herself from this disabling spirit. As it says in the Westminster Larger Catechism, without the saving work of God we are “utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all that is spiritually good” (A. 25). We cannot get rid of our back-bending burden of sin. But Jesus can save us, just as he saved this woman: “When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said to her, ‘Woman, you are freed from your disability.’ And he laid his hands on her, and immediately she was made straight, and she glorified God” (Luke 13:12–13).


The woman crippled by Satan’s cruelty was cured by Christ’s compassion. First, Jesus saw her. He noticed her and paid attention to her. When she shuffled into that synagogue, doubled over by her disability, immediately he perceived her need. Everyone else ignored her, but Jesus noticed her right away and understood her case. Jesus Christ is the God who sees, and when he saw this woman, he had compassion on her suffering. So he called her over, not leaving her where she was, struggling under the weight of demonic oppression, but inviting her to come where he was. Jesus summoned her to himself.


Then Jesus saved her. He spoke the words of her deliverance: “Woman, thou art loosed” (Luke 13:12 KJV). At the same time, Jesus gave her his healing touch. This was an uncommon gesture. In those days some people would not touch the disabled, and religious leaders usually refused to have any direct contact with women. But Jesus reached out and touched this crippled woman, and the moment he touched her, she stood straight up. For eighteen long years she had been disabled, but one touch from Jesus, and the devil’s work was undone. The woman was fully cured. 


Immediately, she responded by giving praise to God. With a heart full of grateful thanksgiving, she stood up straight and tall and started to worship. Once she had experienced the saving work of Jesus Christ, she wanted to give all the glory to God.


This true account of deliverance shows how Jesus saves us from all our disabilities, including the brokenness of our sin. It is a picture of salvation. First Jesus noticed us in all our need. Looking down from heaven, he saw our lost and fallen race, bowed low by the bondage of Satan. When he saw this, he had mercy on our souls. Gregory of Nyssa defined mercy as “a voluntary sorrow which enjoins itself to the suffering of another,”4 and this is exactly the kind of mercy that Jesus showed to us. By becoming a man and going to the cross, he joined himself to our suffering, and in dying for our sins, he voluntarily undertook the greatest of all sorrows.


Then, by the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus called us to himself. He spoke the gospel words of our deliverance. He said, “Man, you are free from the guilt of your sin; woman, you are free from all the disabling cruelty of Satan.” He touched us with his grace, healing our souls. In response, we begin to sing his praises, glorifying God for the cure that is ours through the compassion of Christ.


Jesus has the same compassion for us right now. Even if it seems as if no one else cares, he sees our need. Even if we think that no one else knows about our situation, he knows all our troubles: the burden of our guilt, the torment of Satan, the struggle in our soul, the distress of our grief, the breakdown of our close relationships, and whatever physical limitations we have. He sees all this with the mercy and pity of his loving heart, and in his compassion he calls us to himself. He says, “Come and be healed.” He touches us with his nail-scarred hands, and heals us to glorify God.


We should never think that our situation is beyond help. Know for sure that with Jesus, no case is incurable. No matter how long we have suffered, Jesus can heal us. No matter how long we have been in bondage, Jesus can save us. We do not need to wait even one day longer. He can deliver us from guilt by forgiving our sins. He can loose us from sin and from Satan by sending the Holy Spirit to take control of our lives. He can heal all the deformities our souls have suffered in this fallen world. One day, by the power of his resurrection life, he will deliver us from all our physical disabilities as well.


Jesus has not promised full deliverance in this life, but in the life to come. Remember that we are living in an abnormal world, in which disability is normal. Sooner or later almost everyone who lives long enough becomes disabled. Even if we are not disabled from birth or by an injury, most of us will be disabled by the breakdown of our bodies as we grow old. We rebel against this, because it is not the way we were created to be. We are dismayed by all the debilitating effects of the fall on our physical bodies. Yet we live in the hope of our perfection at the resurrection.


The miracle Jesus performed for this crippled woman shows what cure he will bring when he comes again. The day is coming when the blind will see, the deaf will hear, and the lame will walk again. Whatever physical weakness we may suffer in this life, whatever diseases and disabilities we endure, some day Jesus will say to us what he said to this woman: “You are freed from your disability.” He will give us perfect new bodies that will be young and strong forever.






 

A CALLOUS CRITICISM

As strange as it may seem, there was a man at the synagogue who was not altogether happy with the miracle that Jesus performed. In fact, he was rather annoyed. Luke tells us that “the ruler of the synagogue” was “indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath” (Luke 13:14). As the head of his religious community, this man ought to have been nearly the holiest person around. But rather than sharing the compassion of Christ, he had callous indifference for people in need. Rather than glorifying God for what he had done, he could only find fault.


Part of the man’s problem was that he had his own set of rules that people had to follow if they wanted God’s blessing, and one of those rules was that you could scarcely lift a finger to help anybody on the Sabbath. Thus the man was highly offended when Jesus performed this healing miracle. Like many of the Pharisees, nothing upset him more than seeing Jesus do his saving work on the Sabbath.


The man did not even have the courage to confront Jesus about this directly. Instead, he cowardly leveled his criticism at the congregation and said, “There are six days in which work ought to be done. Come on those days and be healed, and not on the Sabbath day” (Luke 13:14). “You will have to wait,” the man said. “You can be healed only on a weekday.”


This was ironic, because it presumed that the woman could have been healed if she had come back on Sunday. But what would the man have done to heal her when she returned the following day? Absolutely nothing, because only Jesus had the power to heal, and unlike the ruler of the synagogue, he was ready to do it right away. This poor woman had been suffering for eighteen agonizing years, and he would not let her suffer even one day longer. It was time for her to be healed.


Do you see how hard-hearted the man was? With cold indifference, he ignored the woman’s need. As ruler of the synagogue, it was his responsibility to provide spiritual and practical care for the people in his spiritual community—especially the disabled. But he had no compassion on this woman’s suffering and no joy in her salvation. Not loving his neighbor, he opposed the mercy of God.


To be fair, the man thought he had a good biblical, theological reason for telling people to come back tomorrow. He thought that healing people on the Sabbath was against the law of God. As far as the ruler was concerned, the Sabbath was a day for worship and a day for rest, but not a day for mercy.


Jesus rebuked the man sharply for this—and not just the man, but everyone who agreed with him. “You hypocrites!” he said. “Does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger and lead it away to water it? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day?” (Luke 13:15–16).


Notice what Jesus did not do. He did not deny the significance of the Sabbath. He did not say that the Sabbath was no longer binding, so that he could do whatever he wanted on Saturdays. Instead, he restored the Sabbath to God’s intention by saying it was a day for doing mercy. In doing this, Jesus was claiming lordship over his holy day. The title that Luke uses here is significant. When Jesus answered the ruler of the synagogue, he was speaking as “Lord” (Luke 13:15)—the Lord of the Sabbath.


The Lord of the Sabbath accused this man (and his associates) of hypocrisy. He pointed out that they were perfectly willing to care for their animals on the Sabbath by leading them to water. This was true. The rabbis had precise regulations for watering livestock on the Sabbath. According to later rabbinic writings known as the Mishnah, people could lead their animals to water as long as they didn’t carry anything (Shabbath 5.1). Although they were not allowed to hold a bucket for an animal to drink, they were allowed to draw water and pour it into a trough (Erubin 20b, 21a).


These human traditions were intended to keep people from breaking the Sabbath; there was nothing about them in the Bible, however. When God gave his law to Moses, he said that people should not work on the seventh day. The fourth commandment said, “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates” (Ex. 20:8–10).


Unlike the Pharisees, God did not minutely regulate the details of what it did and did not mean to work. As far as he was concerned, it was perfectly appropriate for people to meet the daily needs of their animals. The Sabbath was not just for people; it was also for animals. As beasts of burden rested from their work in the fields, they needed something to drink, and people could give it to them without breaking the Sabbath. Even the Pharisees—for all their legalism—found a way to be kind to animals.


If only they had cared as much for people! This was their inconsistency—or as Jesus called it, their hypocrisy. Although the ruler of the synagogue would take care of his animals on the Sabbath, he would not let human beings come and receive a healing touch from their Savior. But if the Sabbath was good for animals, shouldn’t it be even better for people made in the image of God? What better day for a woman to be delivered from a debilitating disability than the Sabbath? 


The rebuke Jesus gave this man condemns our own callous indifference to people in need. The man’s real problem was not primarily theological, but spiritual. Admittedly, he misunderstood the true purpose of the Sabbath. But his deeper problem was his hard-hearted resistance to the saving work of Jesus Christ. He thought his own human traditions were more important than helping someone who was suffering. In defending his law, he was keeping people from grace.


We face the same temptation today. We are tempted to discriminate between the people we think deserve our help, and those who do not. We are tempted to ignore people who seem to be struggling, pretending not to notice their need. Even if we do not use the Sabbath to do it, we often come up with excuses for refusing to help people in serious need, including people with disabilities:


“That’s not my gift. I don’t have the skills I would need to help.”


 


“It’s not good stewardship. People like that just take advantage of what you give them.”


 


“That’s not my priority. If I take the time to help, then I won’t have time to do the other things God is calling me to do.”


 


“They don’t deserve it. They’re in that situation because of the choices they’ve made, and now they have to suffer the consequences.”


 


“We have a ministry for that. It’s someone else’s responsibility.”


 


We may not always have the gifts or the calling to help a particular person, and there are times when it is unwise and unmerciful to help people the way they want to be helped. But is your heart in the place where Jesus wants it to be? How easy it is to come up with a spiritual-sounding excuse for letting someone continue to suffer. Yet how hard it is to offer the sacrificial grace that God might use to save someone in need. How easy it is to be callous, like the ruler of the synagogue; how hard it is to show compassion, like Christ.


Joni Eareckson Tada, who herself has suffered the disability of quadriplegia for most of her adult life, describes what it is like to share in Christ’s compassion for broken people. As she visited a residential facility for disabled young people, Joni was


trying to listen to this mentally handicapped girl, who had approached me, and wanted to tell me all about her Jesus. Although dishes were clattering, others were calling, and wheelchair motors were grinding, this kid had my heart. It seemed that she was the most important person in the world, saying these profound things. She was talking about the Savior. And over by the wall, where a nurse was calling me to talk with someone else, I pictured Jesus. There he was, ahead of me, delighting in the smiles of each one of those residents in that home. And as sure as I was there, He was there, carrying their cares, touching every need, returning every gesture, ministering to every hurt. Jesus was there serving with all His heart. And that meant that I could do that too.5


 






 

THE NEW NORMAL

Jesus calls us to give other people the same kind of grace that he has given to us through his cross and the empty tomb. This is a grace that notices what people need. It is a grace that is not afraid to touch the broken places in someone’s life. It is a grace that brings people to Jesus for healing. One of the best ways for us to show this grace is to follow our Lord’s example and use the Sabbath as a day for mercy.


When God created the world, he gave his people the gift of one full day in seven for worship and rest. From the beginning of the world until the coming of Christ, that one special day was the seventh day of the week, which the Israelites called “the Sabbath.” But from the resurrection of Jesus until the end of the world, that one special day is the first day of the week, which Christians call “the Lord’s day.”


The Lord’s day is for resting from our regular work. It is also for the worship of God, and the disabled woman at the synagogue is a marvelous example. It was only with the greatest difficulty that she was able to leave her home and go to worship. But she knew how important public worship was for the state of her soul, so she was there in the synagogue on the Sabbath. What a blessing she received that day! 


What a blessing we ourselves receive when we meet Jesus for worship on his holy day. J. C. Ryle said, “The conduct of this suffering Jewess may well put to shame many a strong and healthy professing Christian. How many in the full enjoyment of bodily vigor, allow the most frivolous excuses to keep them away from the house of God! . . . How many find religious services a weariness while they attend them, and feel relieved when they are over!”6 And yet, as Ryle went on to say,


Where there is a will there is always a way. Let us never forget that our feelings about Sundays are sure tests of the state of our souls. The man who can find no pleasure in giving God one day in the week, is manifestly unfit for heaven. Heaven itself is nothing but an eternal Sabbath. If we cannot enjoy a few hours in God’s service once a week in this world, it is plain that we could not enjoy an eternity in His service in the world to come.7


 


Nevertheless, worship and rest are not the only purposes of this day. Jesus taught that it is also a day for showing compassion to people in need. The commandment against working on the Sabbath was never intended to prohibit works of mercy or necessity, which explains why Jesus said that this woman ought to be healed on the Sabbath (see Luke 13:16). What better day for Satan to be defeated, for a soul in bondage to be released, and for her body to be restored to what it was created to be?


There is no better day for us to show the compassion of Christ to people in need than the day God has given us for holy rest. The Lord’s day is for releasing people from their bondage to sin by preaching forgiveness through the cross. It is also a day for ministering to people’s physical and spiritual needs. The Lord’s day is for giving comfort to those who are grieving, showing kindness to children and the elderly, visiting the sick and the infirm, befriending the friendless, and feeding the homeless. It is a day for bringing the disabled to church, or for bringing church to the disabled, as we take the gospel to shut-ins in their homes and nursing homes.


We do not have the power to cure people the way that Jesus did. But by our love and compassion we can be agents of his saving work. We can give people a healing encounter with his grace. We can also prepare them for his everlasting kingdom, where death is destroyed, the devil is defeated, and every disability of the body and deformity of the soul is cured by Christ.


What marvelous praise is given to God whenever Jesus works his saving cure! Luke reports, “As he said these things, all his adversaries were put to shame, and all the people rejoiced at all the glorious things that were done by him” (Luke 13:17). Earlier the disabled woman glorified God for her deliverance. Now all the people praised him. They reveled in his triumph over his enemies and rejoiced in his power to take the abnormalities of fallen humanity and transform them by his mercy.


When Jesus did this on the Sabbath for the woman with a disabling spirit, it was a sign of things to come. Again and again, Jesus glorified God by putting his adversaries to shame for the glory of God. He did this on the cross when he defeated Satan by the open triumph of his atonement. He did it again on Easter Sunday when he defied the powers of hell and came back from the dead. He is doing it now through the church, as we reach out to broken people with his compassion and the Holy Spirit releases them from bondage.


Jesus will do the same thing for us, if only we will go to him for grace. He will do it again at the end of history, when Satan and all his followers are doomed to destruction, and everyone who has been cured by Christ will rejoice for all the glorious things he has done. We live in the hope of that great day, even when we are bent and bowed by the disabling effects of sin and the spiritual attacks of Satan.


Stephanie Hubach writes about the overwhelming grief she suffered at the death of a friend’s severely disabled child. After the funeral she went away to be alone with her tears. When she returned, a man with Down syndrome noticed that she had been crying and confronted her. “Do you love Jesus?” he demanded.


Stephanie was not in the mood for conversation and tried to disengage. But the man was not to be deterred. “Ben loved Jesus,” he said, referring to the boy who died. “And Ben is with Jesus! And he grew up!” Stephanie mumbled a polite response, but the man with Down syndrome would not stop until he knew she understood what he was saying. He became very animated. He strutted around the church, gesturing wildly with his arms. “And he can walk!” the man said. Finally he stopped right in front of Stephanie, looked into her face, and said, “And he can see Him!”8


The man understood that one day there will be a new normal for every broken-down, body-weary, sin-disabled child of God who is tired of suffering in this abnormal world. We will experience that new normal ourselves, if only we will go to Jesus for the healing that only he can give.
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 SEE HOW IT GROWS

Luke 13:18–21


And again he said, “To what shall I compare the kingdom of God? It is like leaven that a woman took and hid in three measures of flour, until it was all leavened.” (Luke 13:20–21)


In 1945 the eminent German pastor and theologian Helmut Thielicke stood in the ruined choirs of his church in Hamburg to preach on the kingdom of God. Amid the ravages of war, Thielicke criticized the idea—so common in nineteenth-century Christianity—that the world was becoming more and more Christian, until finally the kingdom of God would come on earth. “Such dreams and delusions,” he said, “have vanished in the terrors of our man-made misery.” Thielicke went on to ask:


Who can still believe today that we are developing toward a state in which the kingdom of God reigns in the world of nations, in culture, and in the life of the individual? The earth has been plowed too deep by the curse of war, the streams of blood and tears have swollen all too terribly, injustice and bestiality have become all too cruel and obvious for us to consider such dreams to be anything but bubbles and froth.1


 


It is easy to understand why Thielicke would say this. The horrors of World War II had destroyed any delusion that humanity was making moral progress, and under such circumstances, it was tempting to wonder whether God’s kingdom would ever come.


We face the same temptation. Often we are encouraged by signs of progress in the church, both locally and globally. At times we may see at least some spiritual growth in our own Christian lives. More often, however, things seem to be in spiritual decline. We are troubled by the spread of evil in our society and grieved by the persecution of the church. We are burdened by the problems we are having in ministry. We are brokenhearted by our own struggle with sin and the backsliding we see in other believers. The apparent lack of spiritual progress in those and many other areas of life leads us to wonder sometimes whether the kingdom will ever come.






 

TWO PARABLES OF THE KINGDOM

Jesus taught two parables to help us understand the growth of the kingdom of God—the parables of the mustard seed and the leaven. In Luke these two parables are connected to the Sabbath miracle that Jesus performed for the woman with a disabling spirit: “He said therefore, ‘What is the kingdom of God like? And to what shall I compare it?’” (Luke 13:18).


The word “therefore” makes a connection. There was something about the miracle Jesus had just performed that prompted him to teach about the kingdom of God. Maybe he was still responding to the ruler of the synagogue, who had criticized him for healing on the Sabbath. In that case, Jesus told his two parables to show that despite all fierce opposition, God’s rule would continue to grow.


Or perhaps Jesus wanted to show that this miracle was a sign of things to come. In and of itself, the woman’s healing was something small—the personal deliverance of a solitary individual. Yet this was the beginning of something much bigger. The woman’s salvation contained the seed of the devil’s defeat and the glory of God’s kingdom. This one healing miracle “would one day spread to the bounds of the universe, until creation herself would be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the sons of God, and all in heaven and earth would find security, satisfaction and delight in the magnificence of his dominion.”2 Therefore, Jesus followed his miracle with two parables about the spread of the kingdom of God. 


It is typical for Luke to put things in pairs, and here he records two closely-related parables about the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is the rule of God, the exercise of his royal authority. One of these two parables shows the extensive growth of this kingdom, while the other shows its intensive growth.3


The first parable came from the farm. What is the kingdom of God like? “It is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took and sowed in his garden, and it grew and became a tree, and the birds of the air made nests in its branches” (Luke 13:19).


Mustard was the tiniest seed that farmers sowed in ancient Israel, with a diameter of barely one millimeter. Luke does not mention how small mustard is, the way that Matthew does in his Gospel (see Matt. 13:32), but then he did not have to. This was something everybody knew. The mustard seed was proverbially small.


The parable thus draws an implied contrast between the small size of the seed and the large size of the plant that it produces. At first the mustard plant of the Middle East looks more or less like a bush, but it grows to a height of anywhere between eight and twelve feet tall. This is hardly what anyone would expect simply from looking at the seed. Nevertheless, mustard has branches big enough for birds to come and make their nests. As small as it is, the seed grows up to become a veritable tree.


The second parable comes from the daily routine of baking bread, such as Jesus undoubtedly had observed in Mary’s kitchen. He asked once again, “To what shall I compare the kingdom of God? It is like leaven that a woman took and hid in three measures of flour, until it was all leavened” (Luke 13:20–21).


Like the mustard seed, the parable of the leaven starts with something that seems insignificant. All the woman adds to her dough is a little bit of yeast, or a lump of leaven from an old batch of bread. As it gets mixed in, the leaven quickly becomes totally invisible. Yet it will still have its effect: overnight, the dough will grow. On this occasion, the woman was making a very large amount of bread; three measures is about fifty pounds of flour—enough to feed one hundred fifty people. But even a small amount of active yeast culture will cause that much dough to rise, leavening many loaves of bread. 






 

FIRST PRINCIPLES OF GROWTH

What do these parables mean? There is a danger here of overinterpretation. Some scholars have used these parables to defend the postmillennial position that Christianity will triumph in the world before the second coming of Jesus Christ. Others have used them to defend the nearly opposite view that the church will become completely corrupt before Jesus establishes his millennial kingdom (a view based largely on taking leaven as an entirely negative image).


Rather than making these two parables carry more weight than they can bear, it seems wiser and safer to see what general principles they teach about the progress of God’s kingdom work. What they teach may be summarized as follows: From a small and seemingly insignificant beginning, the kingdom of God grows—at times invisibly and almost imperceptibly—until it reaches all nations with its transforming power.


Let us consider each phrase in this summary statement, starting with from a small and seemingly insignificant beginning. The mustard plant started to grow with one tiny little seed. The bread began to rise with one small lump of leaven. At the beginning, it was hard to imagine that the seed would become a tree, or that the lump would make very many loaves of bread. Yet that is how the tree and the bread started to grow.


So it is with the kingdom of God: big things grow from small beginnings. In establishing his rule over his people, God started with something small. His work in the world began with one man, Adam. His covenant with the nations began with one man, Abraham. His dynasty over his people Israel began with one man, David. And the new covenant of his salvation began with one man, Jesus Christ.


How insignificant it all seemed at the beginning. A child is conceived out of wedlock in a backwater town not far from Galilee. Can anything good come from Nazareth? The child is born in poverty and relative obscurity. Until the age of thirty he lives at home and runs the family business. After rapidly and unexpectedly rising to national prominence as an itinerant teacher and miracle worker, he dies a criminal’s death and is buried in another man’s tomb. The man’s loyal followers are few in number and feeble in their faith. Most of them run away when he gets killed. 


Who would ever imagine that this was the seed of God’s everlasting kingdom? J. C. Ryle describes Christianity as:


A religion which seemed at first so feeble, and helpless, and powerless, that it could not live. Its first founder was One who was poor in this world, and ended His life by dying the death of a malefactor on the cross.—Its first adherents were a little company, whose number probably did not exceed a thousand when the Lord Jesus left the world.—Its first preachers were a few fishermen and publicans, who were, most of them, unlearned and ignorant men.—Its first starting point was a despised corner of the earth, called Judea, a petty tributary province in the vast empire of Rome.—Its first doctrine was eminently calculated to call forth the enmity of the natural heart. Christ crucified was to the Jews a stumbling block, and to the Greeks foolishness.—Its first movements brought down on its friends persecutions from all quarters. . . . If ever there was a religion which was a little grain of seed at its beginning, that religion was the Gospel.4


 


Yet from that small and seemingly insignificant beginning, the kingdom of God grows. It grows because there are life in its seed and yeast in its leaven. It grows because it has all the power of God within it. It grows by his lifegiving grace, and nothing can stop it from growing.


Some scholars suggest that these parables are about the slow growth of the kingdom of God. Others disagree, pointing out that mustard is a relatively fast-growing plant, and that if the yeast is good, bread will rise overnight. However, these parables say nothing specific about how fast the kingdom grows. The point is not whether it grows slowly or rapidly, but that in any event, it grows!


The kingdom of God grows like a tree. It grows because there is life in the seed of the gospel, and in Jesus himself. “Born a man,” wrote Maximus of Turin, “he was humbled like a seed and in ascending to heaven was exalted like a tree. It is clear that Christ is a seed when he suffers and a tree when he rises.”5 Maximus was speaking about our Savior’s death and resurrection. Now the good news of his dying and rising again brings salvation: “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life” (John 3:36). 


The kingdom also grows like rising dough. There are several places in the Bible where yeast has a negative connotation. At the time of Passover, the Israelites swept the leaven out of their homes as a symbol of spiritual renewal (see Ex. 12:15). Similarly, the apostle Paul warned the Corinthians that a little of the leaven of sin is all it takes to corrupt the whole loaf of bread. “Cleanse out the old leaven,” he said, “that you may be a new lump” (1 Cor. 5:7). Some have tried to give a similar interpretation to the parable of the yeast in the bread. Yet here the image has nearly the opposite meaning. Jesus can hardly be saying that the kingdom of God spreads the corruption of sin! Quite the contrary; he is using the image in a positive way to say that his kingdom will grow, just the way that leaven causes bread to rise, or that it will have a pervasive, transformative influence—like leaven.


There are times when it is hard to see that the kingdom is growing. This brings us to our next growth principle of the kingdom: From a small and seemingly insignificant beginning, the kingdom of God grows—at times invisibly and almost imperceptibly.


To some extent, this is true of the mustard seed. The first thing a farmer does with his seed is bury it under ground. Thus the first stages of its growth are entirely hidden from view. Jesus used a similar image to describe his death and resurrection: “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:24).


The secrecy of the kingdom is even more clearly taught in the second parable. Once the old leaven is mixed in with the new dough, it is completely hidden from view. Its permeating power can only be seen by the effect that it has on the rising bread.


The kingdom of God is like that. There are times when its growth is almost imperceptible. This was true at the first coming of Christ, when the glory of his deity was concealed by his humanity. As Charles Wesley wrote in his famous Christmas hymn (“Hark, the Herald Angels Sing”): “veiled in flesh, the Godhead see.” It was all the more true on the cross, when the power and beauty of his sacrifice were obscured by the ugliness of his suffering and his bloody, bloody death. Who could see that Jesus was offering his life as atonement for sin? 


So too the life-giving work of the gospel is often unseen, yet little by little the kingdom is growing. It grows behind closed doors when a sinner kneels secretly in prayer to receive Jesus as Savior and Lord. It grows in the heart when a little boy or girl promises to live for Jesus, no matter what. It grows in the home when by faith a husband takes spiritual responsibility for his household, and a wife respects her husband. It grows behind bars when prisoners hear the gospel. It grows on the streets of the city when Christians show quiet mercy to people society has forgotten. It grows in all the lost places of the world where missionaries live out their faith in daily obedience to Christ. The real work of the kingdom of God—and of the church in the world—is not always obvious, but sometimes invisible and almost imperceptible, like the yeast hidden in a loaf of bread.






 

FURTHER PRINCIPLES OF GROWTH

However small it begins, and however secretly it spreads, the kingdom keeps growing and growing. This is a fourth principle of its growth: the kingdom of God continues to grow until it reaches all nations.


The universal expansion of the kingdom of God—its extensive growth—seems to be the main point of the first parable. The size of a full-grown mustard plant is out of all proportion to the size of its seed. One tiny little seed becomes an entire tree—a tree big enough for birds to come and make their nests.


This image of a tree for nesting birds goes back to the Old Testament. Ezekiel prophesied that God would plant his people like a tree on a high mountain, and that “in the shade of its branches birds of every sort will nest” (Ezek. 17:23; cf. 31:6). There is a similar prophecy in Daniel, where King Nebuchadnezzar dreams of birds coming to nest in a mighty tree. In that case, the tree represented Babylon rather than Israel, but the imagery was the same. When a mighty empire sheltered and protected smaller nations, it was commonly depicted as a large tree giving refuge to little birds.


Furthermore, in some ancient Jewish writings, “the birds of the heavens” referred specifically to Gentiles.6 So in the parable of the mustard seed Jesus was talking about something more than the size of the kingdom. This was also a prophecy about the global reach of the gospel. The kingdom of God will be a tree for the refuge of all nations. It will be “a vast movement in which members of various nations will find protection and rest (as the birds of heaven build their nests in the mustard tree).”7


This prophecy began to find its fulfillment already in the New Testament. At the beginning of Acts, Jesus told his disciples that they would be his witnesses “in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Just a few days later, Peter found himself preaching the gospel in Jerusalem to people from all over the world. They repented, they received the gospel by faith, and when they returned to their homelands, they took the gospel back with them. Soon the apostles joined them in going out to the Gentile nations. Within a matter of decades, the apostle Paul was able to testify that he had preached the gospel from Jerusalem to Albania (Rom. 15:19). From there he would go on to Rome and, he hoped, to Spain. Here is how J. C. Ryle summarized the great progress of the gospel in the first centuries of the Christian church:


In spite of persecution, opposition, and violence, Christianity gradually spread and increased. Year after year its adherents became more numerous. Year after year idolatry withered away before it. City after city, country after country, received the new faith. Church after church was formed in almost every quarter of the earth then known. Preacher after preacher rose up, and missionary after missionary came forward to fill the place of those who died. . . . In a few hundred years, the religion of the despised Nazarene—the religion which began in the upper chamber at Jerusalem—had overrun the civilized world.8


 


By the beginning of the third century there were thriving churches in every province of the vast Roman Empire. Like birds flocking to a mighty tree, the nations were coming to Christ. From Europe Christians carried the gospel to the Americas, and after that, to Asia, Africa, and Australia. This missionary work was advanced with special boldness in the nineteenth century, and then on into the twentieth century. Now the kingdom of God is growing in Africa, China, South America, and among the immigrant peoples of the United States. Christians are going out to the last missionary frontiers, reaching unreached peoples with the gospel and carrying the light of Jesus Christ into the dark places of Communism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam. 


This is how the kingdom grows. It grows to all nations, until the kingdoms of this world “become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever” (Rev. 11:15). Amazingly, all this growth comes from the one little seed of Christ’s death on the cross, and from the kernel of life in his resurrection.


As the kingdom grows, it touches people with its transforming power. This is the last principle of growth taught in these two parables: From a small and seemingly insignificant beginning, the kingdom of God grows—at times invisibly and almost imperceptibly—until it reaches all nations with its transforming power.


This transforming work of the kingdom—its intensive growth—seems to be the main point of the second parable. Once the leaven gets mixed in with the dough, it grows and spreads until it permeates everything. The basis for comparison is not so much that the bread itself gets bigger and bigger, but that an active culture of yeast works its way all through the dough and makes it rise (even if there are fifty pounds of the stuff).


This is the way the kingdom grows. It penetrates and permeates until its influence is pervasive. This is what happens to an individual when he or she submits to the rule of God. God is not satisfied to have this part of a person’s life, or that part; he wants the whole thing. So as the Spirit does his kingdom work in the believer, his influence spreads to every part of life: mind and body, work and play, worship and outreach, family and friends. Becoming a Christian affects everything, as the good leaven of God’s grace grows and grows until it fills someone’s entire life.


The kingdom rule of Jesus Christ has the same kind of influence on the church. As people submit to God’s sovereign control, his grace permeates the Christian community with its transforming power. The gospel transforms our worship, as we celebrate what God has done for us in Christ. The gospel transforms our relationships, as we are reconciled to one another in mutual forgiveness. The gospel transforms our ministry, as we learn to depend on the Holy Spirit to do his life-changing work, instead of trying to make something happen ourselves. 


Then, as the gospel transforms the church, the church transforms the world, and this is how the kingdom grows. Like the leaven in the loaf, the church often seems to be hidden in the world. But just because it is in the world, the church has a growing influence on society, advancing the kingdom of Christ. According to Simon Kistemaker, the parable of the leaven is about “Christianizing every sector and segment of life.” The Christian who serves Christ as King


champions the cause of justice in behalf of the oppressed; he demands honesty from those elected or appointed to rule the nation; he elevates the standards of morality and decency; he defends the sanctity of life; he upholds the laws of the land; he requires integrity in business, commerce, industry, labor, and the professions (medical, legal, religious); and in the area of education he meaningfully explains that in Christ “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3).9


 


This does not mean that our society will ever become wholly Christian, any more than we ourselves will ever be perfect in this life. We are waiting for the second coming of Jesus Christ. Only then will we see the kingdom in all its glory; only then will God’s rule be fully established over the whole of saved humanity. But even now the kingdom is coming, and we see it grow wherever Christ is known as King and wherever the law of God becomes the rule of human society.






 

HOW ARE YOU GROWING?

These principles of kingdom growth help to give us the proper perspective on our own spiritual growth, on the progress of our ministry, and on the work of the church around the world.


How easy it is for us to grow discouraged by our apparent lack of spiritual progress. This happens at the personal level. We start out in the Christian life and there is so much to learn. How will we ever get to the place where we want to be spiritually? Then we get a little farther along in the Christian life, and we find that we cannot seem to break a particular pattern of destructive sin. When will we ever be free? Or we reach a place of spiritual stagnation, and we find ourselves wondering: Is this all that God has for me? How slowly the kingdom sometimes seems to grow as God does his secret work in our lives.


We face the same kind of discouragement in ministry and missions. We have grand ambitions for the ministry God has called us to start, or the place where he has called us to serve, but reality fails to meet our expectations. Our ministry is small and struggling. We wonder what impact we are having, or whether we are having any impact at all. We may well feel the same way about God’s work in the world generally. In America the church is in decline. In Europe it has all but disappeared. In Africa and South America it seems to be getting much bigger, but at times it also seems very shallow, and we wonder what will last. In the Arab world we hardly see the kingdom at all. There are times when we are tempted to be discouraged by what seems to be the slow progress of Christianity.


Whenever we get discouraged, we need to remember how the kingdom grows. It grows from a small and seemingly insignificant beginning. Sometimes it grows secretly and almost imperceptibly. But it does grow.


We need to remember this when it comes to our own spiritual progress. Even when we are just starting out in the Christian life, if we have the true seed of faith in Jesus Christ—if we know Jesus for sure—then his gospel work will grow until it fills our entire lives. “I am sure of this,” the Scripture says, “that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:6). Even when we are struggling spiritually, or seem to be stagnant, the life-transforming Spirit of God is still at work in our lives, growing the kingdom.


We need to apply the same kind of thinking to our ministry. We may have a similar sense of discouragement about whatever spiritual work we are doing for God. Because of the opposition of Satan, and because of our own weakness and sin, Christian ministry can be very discouraging. Whether we are starting a new church, teaching a class, hosting a Bible study, doing mercy ministry, caring for people’s daily needs, or leading an evangelistic outreach—whatever the ministry—sometimes we are so discouraged and disappointed that we are tempted to give up altogether. Ministry usually starts small, and there are times when it is hard to see whether we are accomplishing anything. Even when we cannot see him because his work is almost hidden, the Holy Spirit is still there, bringing people to faith in Christ, growing them by grace, and transforming the world by his lifegiving power. 


J. C. Ryle said, “Let us learn from this parable never to despair of any work for Christ, because its first beginnings are feeble and small.”10 Think of Luther nailing his 95 Theses to the door of the Wittenberg Church. Who could have imagined that this simple act would change the world? Think of Calvin going to Geneva and transforming an entire city simply by preaching the gospel. Think of the Haystack Revival: a handful of college students finding refuge from a thunderstorm and having the prayer meeting that launched the modern missionary movement. Think of Hudson Taylor: one man going alone to reach China with the gospel. Or think of any church that has ever been planted anywhere in the world.


Kingdom work almost always starts small. But like the mustard seed in the ground and the yeast in the dough, it grows by the life-giving power of God in the gospel. Perhaps God is starting something good in your life—in your family, your church, or your city. Do not be discouraged by present difficulties, but believe in Jesus and his guarantee for the growth of God’s kingdom.
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 ONE NARROW DOOR

Luke 13:22–30


And someone said to him, “Lord, will those who are saved be few?” And he said to them, “Strive to enter through the narrow door. For many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able.” (Luke 13:23–24)


Today there are more than one thousand organized religions in America, each with its own system of belief, doctrine of God, explanation of reality, view of humanity, and sense of destiny. Imagine for a moment that each of these different religions has its own doorway, and imagine standing in a hallway that is lined with these doorways as far as the eye can see. Door after door, religion after religion—which one will you choose to enter?


Some people say it does not matter which doorway you enter because they all lead to the same place. There is no need to worry about your choice of religion because they all teach the same thing anyway. Open any door you like and you will still get to heaven. This is the way many people think about religion—maybe most people. They see it as a personal preference that makes no ultimate difference.


But is that really true? Is it truly the case that all doors lead to heaven? What if the other doors do not lead anywhere at all, or even worse, if they lead straight to hell? What if there is only one doorway that leads to salvation, one portal to the glory of God? What if it happens to be such a small door that many people miss it? What if that door will not stay open forever, but will soon close firmly shut, leaving people outside in eternal darkness?


In that case, you would want to know for sure which door was the right door. As you stood in the hallway, looking down the corridor of all the religions, you would want to be sure not to make a mistake. You would give anything in the world to know which door was the only door that would lead you to God.






 

A KEY QUESTION

Jesus Christ said there is only one narrow door that leads to eternal life, and that we need to make sure we enter that door while we still have time. He said this as he “went on his way through towns and villages, teaching and journeying toward Jerusalem” (Luke 13:22). Jesus had set his face toward Jerusalem in chapter 9, fixing his gaze on the work he was chosen to do for sinners. In chapter 13 he was still on his way, journeying towards Jerusalem, going up to Calvary and the cross.


The closer Jesus came to his own destiny, the more frequently he spoke about the destiny of all humanity. He told people to know the times, to get ready for his coming, and to repent before they perished. In the course of this teaching ministry someone asked him how many people would be saved: “Lord, will those who are saved be few?” (Luke 13:23).


This was a key question in that religious community. The rabbis all agreed that some people would be saved, while others would be damned. They had different opinions about the relative numbers of the redeemed and the reprobate, yet there seemed to be a consensus that all Israelites would be saved, except for a few notorious sinners. According to one ancient writing, “All Israelites have a share in the world to come, for it is written: ‘Thy people also shall be all righteous, they shall inherit the land for ever; the branch of my planting, the work of my hands that I may be glorified.’ And these are they that have no share in the world to come: he that says that there is no resurrection of the dead . . . and that the Law is not from Heaven” (Sandhedrin 10.1). 


Most Jews thought that only a few people would be saved, because they believed that Gentiles were outside the kingdom of God. One man wanted to know what Jesus had to say about this key question. But his question was a key one for other reasons too. It was a key question because Jesus was facing increasing opposition. Some people followed him, but many others rejected him. How many would be saved in the end? It was also a key question because Jesus was on his way to the cross. How many people would he save by dying for sinners—few or many?


The question the man asked is important for us as well. It is important because it has to do with the plan of salvation, with God’s intention for lost humanity. It is a question that we ourselves often ask as we see what is happening in the world. We hear the promise in the parable of the mustard seed: God is growing a kingdom for all nations. Yet we also see so many people who do not know Christ. We wonder about the fate of those who have never heard the gospel, and those who have heard it but rejected it. What is God’s plan in all of this? How many people will he save?


This is also a key question because it confronts the pervasive pluralism of our times. Today many people think that everyone will get to heaven (or almost everyone). Even people who do not believe in God think they will go to a better place when they die. Over against such relativism, pluralism, and universalism, the claim that there is only one way to God is bound to be viewed as religious bigotry. No one wants to be considered a bigot, and as a result, some Christians downplay or even deny the unique claims of Christ. They want to believe that everyone will be saved in the end, even if God saves some people through other religions. Hence the importance of the man’s question: How many people will be saved? Only a few, or might it be many?






 

THE WAY IS NARROW

For many reasons, the answer to the man’s question is as important now as it was the day it was asked, but especially for this one: because Jesus used it to unlock the secret door of salvation.


Most people probably assumed that Jesus would answer by saying that only a few people would be saved. After all, this is what most Jewish people expected in those days: with relatively few exceptions, only the Jews would be saved. That is not the way that Jesus answered, however. In fact, he did not answer the question directly at all.


If he had answered it directly, Jesus probably would have said what he said in his Sermon on the Mount: “Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Matt. 7:13–14). How many people enter the wide gate that leads to death? Many people. How many find the narrow way to life? Only a few. But the Gospel of Luke has a different emphasis from Matthew. Although Jesus certainly implied that only a few people would be saved, his main concern was the salvation of those who were listening.


Instead of speculating about the relative numbers of the lost and the saved, Jesus made the issue personal and practical. Addressing the entire crowd, he said, “Strive to enter through the narrow door” (Luke 13:24). Cyril of Alexandria comments that Jesus is “purposely silent to the useless question,” but “proceeds to speak of what was essential.”1 What was and is essential is the destiny of one’s own eternal soul. Rather than trying to figure out what God will do with somebody else, the most important question for me to address is my own personal relationship with Jesus Christ: Am I certain that I have walked through the door that leads to eternal life? Do I know for sure that I will be saved? Whether God saves many people or only a few, the important thing for me is to make sure that I have eternal life.


Jesus says the way to be sure is to “strive to enter through the narrow door” (Luke 13:24). The Greek word for “strive” (agōnizesthe) is a word for intense exertion, like the effort it takes to train for an athletic competition. As a point of comparison, the English word “agonize” comes from the same Greek root. Jesus said we need to make every possible effort to enter the narrow door that leads to salvation.


This does not mean, of course, that we can ever be saved by our own efforts. The Bible is clear that salvation is by grace, not works, so that God will receive all of the glory. But until we have entered salvation—until we have received the assurance of eternal life through faith in Jesus Christ—we need to keep striving to understand the gospel. Have you found the narrow way and walked through the narrow door? If not, then keep reading the Bible; keep listening to the gospel; keep praying for the help of God’s Spirit; and Jesus will show you the way. 


The way is not wide. I once visited a cave in Turkey, near Cappadocia. Its various caverns were large enough to accommodate an entire underground community. Christians sometimes went there to escape persecution. As we made our descent, we came to a narrow tunnel—fifty or sixty feet long—that narrowed as it went deeper into the ground. If I had not been told in advance that it was large enough for me to crawl through, I would have worried about making it out the other side. The way of salvation is like that: it is very narrow. Rather than saying, “You can’t miss it,” Jesus says that we can miss it very easily, and that if we do not work hard to find it, we will miss it entirely. People sometimes complain that Christianity is a narrow religion. Well, it is narrow! According to Jesus himself, there is only one narrow door that leads to eternal life, while every other way leads to destruction. The reason for this is that only Jesus has done what needs to be done for salvation: he alone has offered perfect atonement for sin.


This is not a very popular position to take in these pluralistic times. Today people prefer to say that all doors lead to heaven, and that the only people who ought to be excluded are people who say that some people are excluded. It is the very exclusivity of Christianity that offends people. They say, “I hope you’re not one of those Christians who believe that Jesus is the only way to eternal life.”


Yet that is exactly what we do believe, that there is only one door to salvation—one narrow door. We believe this because Jesus said it. We also believe it because we know what salvation demands. Something has to be done about the great burden of our sin. We need a perfect sacrifice to atone for all the wrong things that we have done, and a perfect holiness to make us righteous before God. The only place to find that sacrifice is at the cross, and the only person who has that perfect holiness is the Lord Jesus Christ. In the words of one of Cecil Frances Alexander’s wonderful hymns for children, “There was no other good enough to pay the price of sin; he only could unlock the gate of heav’n, and let us in.”2 Therefore, it is only through Jesus that we can enter salvation. He is the only gateway to eternal life. As Jesus himself said, “I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved” (John 10:9). 


Some people still insist on finding their own way to God. They object to the very idea that there is only one door, yet that is the way doors generally operate. Imagine someone coming to visit your house and complaining that there is only one front door. “I don’t want to go through that door,” your visitor might say. “Isn’t there another entrance?” Imagine how foolish it would be for him to refuse to enter, or even worse, to start making his own doorway. Yet that is exactly what many people do when they stand outside the house of God. Instead of entering, they complain about the number of doors in God’s house, or else they walk through the door to some other dwelling and expect that they will still end up in God’s house!


The problem is not God, or the door, but the sinner who refuses to use it. It is God’s house, and he has every right to make his own door. How gracious he is to open a door for sinners at all, and how gracious Jesus is to invite us to enter! Understand this: the reason he tells us that the door is narrow is not to keep us out, but so that we will find our way through. Have you entered the narrow door?


In his wonderful allegory The Pilgrim’s Progress, John Bunyan tells how a man named Christian left the City of Destruction to look for eternal life. One of the first people he met was a man named Evangelist, who told him how to begin his pilgrimage. Evangelist pointed to a gate, and told Christian to go and knock on it for further instructions. When Christian reached the gate and started knocking, he suddenly became afraid that his sins would keep him out. “May I now enter here?” he wondered. “Will he within / Open to sorry me, though I have been / An undeserving rebel?” When someone came to answer his knock, Christian said, “Here is a poor burdened sinner. I come from the City of Destruction, but am going to Mount Zion, that I may be delivered from the wrath to come; I would therefore, sir, since I am informed that by this gate is the way thither, know if you are willing to let me in.”3 This is the burdened cry of every sinner: Will God really let someone like me enter the one narrow door to salvation?


The answer is yes, as Christian discovered. Jesus answers our prayers for mercy and grace. He not only shows us the door, but by faith he lets us in, so that we can live with him forever.






 

SHUT OUT

If the door to salvation is so narrow, it is not surprising that some people never enter. What is surprising is that some who never enter have every expectation of getting in. They assume that God will let them into his everlasting house, but eventually they will discover that they are badly mistaken. Jesus said, “Strive to enter through the narrow door. For many, I tell you, will seek to enter and will not be able” (Luke 13:24).


This is a partial answer to the question Jesus was asked about how many people will be saved. However many will be saved, it is certainly true that many will be lost. Many of the people who listened to Jesus that day, as well as many people throughout history—maybe even the majority—will never enter salvation.


Jesus proceeded to describe what it is like to be excluded from the kingdom of God. It almost sounds like a parable, but Jesus was speaking directly to their situation:


When once the master of the house has risen and shut the door, and you begin to stand outside and to knock at the door, saying, “Lord, open to us,” then he will answer you, “I do not know where you come from.” Then you will begin to say, “We ate and drank in your presence, and you taught in our streets.” But he will say, “I tell you, I do not know where you come from. Depart from me, all you workers of evil!” (Luke 13:25–27)


 


Jesus is not speaking here about the lost in general, but specifically about people who think that they are saved, especially among the religious people of his own day. They assumed they had a right to enter God’s house, so they were shocked to discover that they were locked out. They thought they were in, but they were actually out, and by the time they started looking for the narrow door, it was already locked and bolted. Jesus Christ is the master of God’s house—the one who determines who gets in and who stays out—and once he shuts the door, it stays shut.


The reason Jesus shuts these people out is that he does not know them—not in a personal and saving way. They are completely surprised by this because they thought they knew Jesus, and they assumed that he knew them. After all, they had direct exposure to his earthly ministry. There were people in the crowd that day who witnessed his miraculous wonders and listened to him preach in their own home towns, hearing the first sermons of the world’s greatest teacher. Some of them even shared table fellowship with him. They knew Jesus socially. Perhaps they even liked to tell people that they had met him personally.


Nevertheless, they did not know Jesus as their Savior and their God. Presuming on their outward privileges, they never went through the narrow door to salvation. Assuming that they were already in, they never took the trouble to commit their lives to Christ. So in the end, Jesus says (not once, but twice; see Luke 13:25, 27) that he does not even know where they are coming from. What a tragic situation! Many people who think they know Jesus are not united to him by faith, and when they try to get into God’s house, Jesus will refuse to let them enter.


This warning is not just for the Jews who saw Jesus, but for every person who has ever worshiped in a Christian church. Even if we have never seen Jesus in the flesh, we have enjoyed even greater privileges. We have read the miracles of Jesus in the pages of the New Testament. We have heard his preaching of the gospel. We have seen his saving work through the eyewitnesses of his crucifixion and resurrection. We have sat at his table to eat and drink with him in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. But do we know Jesus? Do we have a real, personal relationship with him? Have we gone to him in repentance, confessing our sins? Have we received him in faith, trusting in his cross? Or do we know him only socially and superficially?


Jesus invites us to enter God’s house and receive eternal life. He welcomes us to go in by the narrow door of his salvation, which is the only way that anyone can ever enter. Understand that if you refuse to enter, the day will come when you will be the one doing the pleading, begging Jesus to let you in or else to destroy you altogether (see Rev. 6:15–17). But by then it will be too late! The door will be shut on the day of judgment, and when it shuts, you will be shut out. This is only fair. The master of the house has opened the door and invited you to come in. If you refuse to enter, does he not have every right to bar the door? A refusal to enter the narrow door is an outright denial of the blood of the Son of God. 


What terrible suffering there will be for everyone who gets shut out from God’s kingdom. To make sure we know what is at stake, Jesus speaks about this with perfect clarity: “In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth, when you see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God but you yourselves cast out” (Luke 13:28). Jesus was speaking plainly about the pains of hell.


Hell will be a place of anguish and affliction. It will be a place of remorse, as people cry bitter tears of grief for all that they have lost. It will be a place of rage, as they gnash their teeth in angry defiance of God. It will be a place of regret, as people mourn the folly of their unbelief. Apparently they will have some awareness of what they are missing. Jesus describes them standing outside his kingdom and looking in to see the prophets and the patriarchs. They watch the guests arrive to feast in the house of God.


How galling it will be for them to know that they themselves were once on the guest list, but that they declined the free invitation of Jesus Christ. They had once been close to eternal life, yet now they will end up so far away from God! “To have been so near to Christ on earth,” writes David Gooding, “without receiving him and without coming to know him personally, and therefore to be shut out for ever from the glorious company of the saints, while others from distant times and cultures have found the way in—who shall measure the disappointment and frustration of it?”4


As much as anything else, hell will be a place of lost opportunity. This conversation started with a question about how many people would be saved. Rather than talking about numbers, Jesus confronted the crowd with their own need to find the one narrow door to salvation. What he especially emphasized was the need to find that door before it is too late. People wanted to know how many (how many people would get in), but Jesus wanted them to think about how soon (how soon the door would close for all eternity).


Time is running out. There is a time limit on the free offer of salvation. Soon the door of God’s mercy will be slammed shut, just as God shut the door of Noah’s ark before he flooded the world in judgment (Gen. 7:16). This is why Jesus told the parable of the rich fool, and of the servants waiting for their master. This is why Jesus told people to repent or perish. This is why he told them to strive to enter the narrow door. It was because he knew the door would not stay open forever. Salvation in Christ is a limitedtime offer. There will be no second chance to repent after death, or to trust in Christ at the final judgment, for that will be a day when God displays his justice against evil. There will be no preaching of the gospel in hell. If the truth about salvation is known there at all, it is known too late: too late to repent, too late to believe, and too late to enter eternal life. 


Jesus obviously thought that entering the narrow door to salvation was a matter of real urgency. Does it seem as urgent to you as it did to him? The question is not how many doors there are. God knows there is only one! The question is whether you will make it through that one and only door while you still have time.






 

EVERYONE’S INVITED

Jesus promises that on the other side of the door there will be everlasting joy for everyone who comes to God through faith in him. So at the end of this encounter, Jesus gives us a glimpse of what it will be like to enter God’s house. He describes it as a place for Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as well as for Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and all the rest of the Old Testament prophets. God always said he was the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (e.g., Ex. 3:6)—the big three of covenant faith—and he will prove it when Jesus comes in all his glory.


These great men are not the only ones who will enter the kingdom, however. In addition to the prophets and patriarchs, God will bring in many believers from the nations. Jesus said, “People will come from east and west, and from north and south, and recline at table in the kingdom of God” (Luke 13:29). In other words, God was interested in something more than saving the Jews; he had a plan for the salvation of the whole world. “And behold,” Jesus went on to say, “some are last who will be first, and some are first who will be last” (Luke 13:30). In other words, people who had always been outsiders would enter the household of God, and people who always thought they were insiders would find themselves outside, looking in. God was not only for the Jews, but also for the Gentiles.


An international banquet as an image of salvation, fellowship, and blessing comes from the Old Testament. Isaiah prophesied that people would come to God from far away, from north and south and east and west (Isa. 45:6; 49:12). He also prophesied that on the mountain of salvation, “the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wine, of rich food full of marrow, of aged wine well refined” (Isa. 25:6).


This prophecy is about being at home with God. It is about enjoying the soul-satisfying pleasures of his triune being. What blessings God has in store for everyone who enters his everlasting house! What fellowship we will share with the ancient men of faith, and with believers from all nations! What feasting we will enjoy as we recline together at the table of God! And what joy we will have in Christ, who is the master of God’s house!


This prophecy is also about the inclusion of Gentiles in the kingdom of God. They are the last who will be first. The man who asked Jesus how many people would be saved thought he knew who was on the guest list: only the Israelites. But by the invitation of God, salvation is not just for the Jews; it is also for everyone who enters the narrow door of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ. We see this at Pentecost, when people from all over the world heard Peter preach the gospel in their own languages and came to faith in Jesus Christ (Acts 2:7–11, 36–41).


This shows how inclusive Christianity is. In one sense, Christianity is the most exclusive of all religions. According to Jesus himself, there is only one narrow way of salvation. Those who find it are included; everyone else is excluded. But in another sense, Christianity is the most inclusive of all religions. It is not just for people from a particular ethnic background. It is not just for people who are able to obey God better than other people, or who have reached a certain level of enlightenment. You do not have to be any smarter, any more religious, or any holier than anyone else. You just have to be a sinner who is praying for God to give you grace in Jesus Christ.


How much hope this gives to every spiritual outsider! The last will be first. You may say that you do not come from a very good background. You may think you have done something so terrible that no one can ever accept you, least of all God. You may feel that you do not even belong in church. But Jesus has a place for you. He says the last will be first, the outsiders will become insiders, and he invites you to enter. Will you come in and sit down to feast with God? 


One Saturday night I went into Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church to pray. The sanctuary was darkening in the twilight, but I saw a light glimmering behind the pulpit. It was coming from the back door that leads to the platform where I preach Sunday by Sunday. The door was open just far enough for a golden ray of light to escape in the space between the door and the frame. The light was warm in its glow, inviting me to enter. It reminded me of the invitation to go in by the narrow door. Jesus has told us that there is only one door to salvation. He has also given us a glimpse of the light beyond the door—the joy of his Father’s house. Now he invites us to open the door and come in.


Be sure to enter, because the same Lord Jesus who said the last will be first also warned that the first will be last. This familiar expression is almost always quoted out of context. It is the kind of thing people say at church when someone is served last for dinner and then gets first in line for dessert. But when Jesus said this he was talking with deadly seriousness about our eternal destiny. It is true that some who started out last in this life will be as first as anyone in the kingdom of God. But this is also true: some people who always thought they were number one with God will end up last for salvation. In fact, they will be shut out of the kingdom of God. What a complete surprise! What a total disaster! And what a terrible tragedy.


With this warning we close, just as Jesus did. The first will be last. So strive to enter through the narrow door—the one and only door that leads to salvation, through faith in Jesus Christ.
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 A LAMENT FOR THE CITY

Luke 13:31–35


“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not!” (Luke 13:34)


He seems so serene, so unaffected by the intense emotions that grip a more passionate soul. This is the Jesus we usually see in paintings, especially the famous portrait by Warner Sallman. Since it first appeared in 1940, Sallman’s “Head of Christ” has been reproduced more than half a billion times.


The Christ in Sallman’s portrait is perfectly calm. He looks to one side with a steady and upward gaze. His silken hair flows to his shoulders; his smooth, radiant face is tanned to bronze. He looks alert and athletic, yet he does not betray any obvious emotion. His lips are closed, keeping what he feels deep in the recesses of his heart.


This is the Jesus we often see in the portraits, but it is not the Jesus we meet in the Gospels, where a very passionate Savior experiences with full intensity every holy emotion of the human spirit. When Jesus rejoiced, as he did when the seventy-two came back from their first mission trip (Luke 10:17–22), he rejoiced in the full exultation of his Father’s joy. When Jesus laughed, his voice danced with the mirth of redemption. When Jesus was angry, as he was with the salesmen who filled his Father’s house with their unholy merchandise (Luke 19:45–46), he trembled with righteous indignation. When Jesus grieved, as he did outside the tomb of Lazarus (John 11:35), he grieved with all the pathos of a broken heart. According to Hebrews, “Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears” (Heb. 5:7). When he suffered, as he did in the Garden of Gethsemane and on the cross of Calvary, he endured the absolute torment of being forsaken by God for our sin (Matt. 27:46). 


No one has ever had a more dynamic emotional life than the Lord Jesus Christ. He did not go though life with unmoved serenity, but passionate intensity.1






 

OUTFOXING HEROD AND THE PHARISEES

We get a window into our Savior’s soul in his tragic lament for the city of Jerusalem. Matthew tells us that Jesus offered a similar lament the week he died on the cross (see Matt. 23:37–39). Luke will also show Jesus weeping over Jerusalem at the end of chapter 19. But here he records an earlier incident, of equal intensity, which took place while Jesus was still on his journey to Jerusalem. In these verses we see our Savior working to finish his calling with a heart full of compassion.


First we need to know the context. Jesus had been speaking about the narrow door to eternal life, which many spiritual outsiders would find, but many religious insiders would never enter. The last will be first, Jesus said, and the first will be last. “At that very hour some Pharisees came” to offer him some friendly advice. They said to Jesus, “Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you” (Luke 13:31).


This was a plausible threat. King Herod had already murdered John the Baptist (Matt. 14:1–12), and presumably would not think twice about killing another prophet. Undoubtedly by now the king had heard about the large crowds that were following Jesus. As insecure as he was, Herod probably feared the influence that Jesus was gaining. So if Herod was starting to make death threats, it would not be at all surprising. 


We may be excused, however, for viewing the Pharisees with some suspicion. What had they ever done for Jesus? These were the very men who for months had been trying “to catch him in something he might say” (Luke 11:54). Jesus had just warned them about getting shut out of the kingdom of God, and now they were trying to save his life? Their concern would be almost touching, were it not contradicted by almost everything else we read about the Pharisees and their attitude towards Jesus.


What were their real motives? Maybe their concern for Jesus was genuine, but maybe they were conspiring with Herod. One wonders, for example, where the Pharisees received their intelligence about these terroristic threats. Had they been talking to Herod? Maybe so, because when Jesus gives his answer, he tells the Pharisees to take it back to Herod, as if they were in close communication. Perhaps Herod was using the Pharisees to intimidate Jesus. Or maybe they were using Herod to get Jesus out of Galilee, where Herod ruled, and into Jerusalem, where they had more control. In any case, it seems ironic that the Pharisees were the ones who were trying to keep Jesus safe. It also seems more than a little suspicious.


Whatever motives may have been behind it, Herod’s threat presented Jesus with the temptation to save his own life rather than to finish the work of saving sinners. Jesus did not hesitate for a moment, but said to the Pharisees: “Go and tell that fox, ‘Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish my course. Nevertheless, I must go on my way today and tomorrow and the day following, for it cannot be that a prophet should perish away from Jerusalem’” (Luke 13:32–33).


Jesus could always tell what was in a man, and his description of Herod was right on the mark. A fox is cunning, and predatory, but relatively weak. T. W. Manson explained that in Jewish usage, the term fox “typifies low cunning as opposed to straightforward dealing, and it is used in contrast to ‘lion’ to describe an insignificant third-rate person as opposed to a person of real power and greatness.”2 Needless to say, Jesus had no intention of taking orders from a second-rate ruler like Herod. His response to the Pharisees put that sly old fox back in his place. Rather than running away from danger, Jesus would keep working away at his calling until he finished what he had come to do, even unto death. 






 

WORKING TO FINISH HIS CALLING

The message Jesus sent back to Herod deserves careful consideration because of the deep insight it gives into his saving work. As Jesus tells us how he approached his calling as the Savior of sinners, he opens a window to his soul. Consider at least four things we learn about the way Jesus worked to finish his calling.


First, we learn what kind of work Jesus came to do. He said, “Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures” (Luke 13:32). Jesus came to do the kingdom work of delivering people from the devil. We see this over and over again in the Gospels: Jesus casting out demons as a sign of his ultimate triumph over all the powers of hell. He also cured people’s diseases, reversing one of the effects of the fall by meeting their physical needs. In his ministry of healing, Jesus came to save people’s bodies as well as their souls. The miracles he performed in his earthly ministry point us to heavenly glory, when our bodies will rise again in immortal and incorruptible splendor.


Second, we learn how long Jesus would continue to do this work: until the work was finished. He said, “Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish my course” (Luke 13:32). Most people find it easier to start things than they do to finish them. Our lives are full of academic degrees that never quite get completed, home improvements that are only half finished, and dozens of smaller projects that pile up on our desks and work benches. But Jesus never started something he was not totally committed to finish. He did his work one day at a time, day after day. He had work to do today. He would do the same work tomorrow, and he would keep working away at a steady pace until his work finally was done. “My food is to do the will of him who sent me,” Jesus said on another occasion, “and to accomplish his work” (John 4:34).


The expression “today and tomorrow and the third day” does not seem to refer to the resurrection, at least not explicitly. It is certainly true that Jesus rose from the dead on the third day, and in many ways that was the culmination of his ministry. But “today and tomorrow and the third day” was a common poetic expression that people used to refer to a short, definite period of time. How long would Jesus continue to carry out his earthly ministry? He had work to do today and also tomorrow. There would be more work to do after that, but it would not go on forever. Eventually, his work would get finished, and the third day was symbolic of its completion. 


As Jesus did this work, nothing would stop him. No obstacle could ever delay him, no enemy deter him, no threat defeat him. Completing his mission was more important to him than life itself. With unwavering courage, he was determined to do the work he was called to do. Like an athlete running his race, or a champion completing his course, he would keep going to the very end.


One man who knows what it takes to make it to the end of a course is Dick Hoyt, who has completed more than eighty marathons and more than two hundred triathlons. That in itself is an accomplishment that few people can match. But Dick Hoyt has done it all while carrying his son with him: pushing him down the street as he runs, pulling him through the water in a dinghy while he swims, hauling him on a bicycle as he pedals. Dick Hoyt’s son was born disabled, unable to control his limbs. But ever since he said, “Dad, when we were running it felt like I wasn’t disabled anymore,” Dick Hoyt has worked hard to finish every race.3


This story reminds us of the commitment Jesus had to finish his course, and to carry us all the way to salvation. Jesus was telling Herod that he would keep healing, keep preaching, keep casting out demons, and keep bearing the burden of our sins until his saving work was done.






 

DOING WHAT HE HAD TO DO, UNTO DEATH

A third truth we learn from this episode is why Jesus did this saving work. He did it because he had to do it. Jesus said, “I must go on my way today and tomorrow and the day following” (Luke 13:33). When he said “must,” Jesus was saying that he was under a holy obligation. It was divinely necessary for him to finish this healing, saving work.


Jesus had to do it because it was the desire of his own loving heart. He had come into the world for the very purpose of saving poor sinners from the diseases of their bodies, the demons of their souls, and the depravity of their sinful hearts. Jesus had to do this because the mercy of his divine character compelled him to do it. 


But he also had to do it because this work was his Father’s will. Jesus said, “Behold, I have come to do your will, O God” (Heb. 10:7). The will of God was for the Son to do everything that the Father said needed to be done for our salvation—the full work of redemption. This was something the Father and the Son had agreed in eternity past, when they established an everlasting covenant, in which the Father would forgive the sinners that the Son would come to save. Under the terms of that eternal arrangement, the Son was bound to finish his saving work. By his own consent, he was required to keep the whole law for his people, to preach to them the gospel of peace, and to suffer the penalty they deserved for their sins. So when Jesus said “I must go on my way,” he was reaffirming the sacred obligation he had undertaken in the courts of heaven. The Son of God must do what he eternally promised that he would do.


We can summarize what we have said so far by answering a series of questions: What kind of work did Jesus come to do? The kingdom work of saving sinners. How long would he do this work? Until he was totally finished. Why did he do it? Because he had to. Now what would it take to bring his great task to completion? Jesus would have to suffer to the very death. He was not afraid of Herod’s murderous threats because dying was the very reason that he came. Jesus said, “I must go on my way today and tomorrow and the day following, for it cannot be that a prophet should perish away from Jerusalem” (Luke 13:33).


Once again, Jesus was speaking about his death. He saw it coming. He knew that his work would end in death, so he was preparing to die. Luke began to show us this in chapter 9, when 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 on the third day be raised” (Luke 9:22). These things would happen in the city of Jerusalem. This is why Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem (see Luke 9:51): he was going up to die. It is also why he said his work would not be finished until he went back to that great city, for Jerusalem is where prophets went to die. Jesus was emphatic about this: he must go on his way and it could not be that he would die outside Jerusalem.


Nevertheless, what Jesus said about prophets perishing there was full of irony. Jerusalem was the city where God placed his name and established his temple. It was the center of worship for the people of God. Surely it was the last place that one of God’s holy prophets would ever be killed! Yet Jesus knew that Jerusalem was exactly where he would be killed.


He also knew that this is how he would finish his work: by dying on the cross for the sinners he had come to save. What Jesus literally says at the end of verse 32 is “I will be finished.” This statement anticipates the climactic declaration he later made on the cross: “It is finished” (John 19:30). By the time he died on the cross, Jesus was finished with his earthly ministry of healing diseases and casting out demons. He was finished with his holy obligation to keep the law of God. He was finished with life itself, at least for his three days in the grave. Most of all, he was finished suffering the penalty that we deserve: the wrath of God against our sin. Praise God, Jesus finished all the work that he was called to do!


The finished work of Jesus Christ gives us the assurance of our salvation. There is nothing more that we need to do to get rid of the guilt of our sin if we are trusting in Christ. By his perfect obedience and by the bleeding death he died on our behalf, Jesus has done all the work that needs to be done to make us right with God.


The finished work of Jesus Christ also gives us an example to follow. Our own work often makes us weary. We get tired of doing what God has called us to do. We find it easier to start things than to finish them, and even when we do finish them, it is hard for us to finish them well. But Jesus set the example for us to follow. His extraordinary work in salvation shows us how to do our own ordinary work of Christian service. Keep working away at whatever work God has given you to do; work until it is finished. Keep teaching, helping, serving, and loving until your work is done. Do not be intimidated by any opposition you face, even if you are threatened with death. With all obedient faith and steadfast courage, keep working for Christ until your work for him is done. As the Scripture says, “Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:1–2).






 

WITH A HEART FULL OF COMPASSION

As Jesus worked to finish his calling, he did it with a heart full of compassion. It is one thing to work away at something, but it is another thing to do it with love for the people you serve. Every parent knows the difference between the work children do with joy and the work they do with grudging obedience. Every worker knows the difference, too. There are times when every second of our daily occupation is sheer drudgery, but there are also times when our work is so engaging that we do it with all our strength. This is the way Jesus did the work of our salvation. He did not simply finish the work; he did it with all his heart.


The compassion of Christ comes through clearly in his lament for the city. “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem,” he said, “the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it!” (Luke 13:34). Once again we are reminded of Jerusalem’s proverbial rejection of the prophets. As the city of God, Jerusalem represented the people of God. Yet how often that city had rejected God’s prophets! Think of Zechariah, who was stoned at the very temple (2 Chron. 24:21). Think of the abuse that Jeremiah suffered in the days before Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians. What Nehemiah said to God about the citizens of Jerusalem was true: “They were disobedient and rebelled against you and cast your law behind their back and killed your prophets” (Neh. 9:26).


The city’s murderous rebellion broke Jesus’ heart. “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem,” he said, addressing the city with a woeful lament. Then he uttered the longing ache of his broken heart: “How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not!” (Luke 13:34).


The word “often” reminds us how many times Jesus went to Jerusalem for Israel’s religious festivals, starting when he was a young boy. He loved the holy city, its people and its worship. He loved its temple, which he called his Father’s house. Whenever he went up to that great city, he cried out to be its Savior. With tender compassion, Jesus yearned to gather all its lost and broken people into his loving arms.


Here he describes that yearning with an almost motherly compassion. Like a mother hen gathering her little chicks, Jesus wanted to bring Jerusalem under the wings of his protection. What is so amazing about this is that the people of that city were in rebellion against God. Soon they would put Jesus to death, as Jesus well knew. Nevertheless, he was longing for their salvation. He was also working for their salvation, ready to endure the suffering and the cross. What great compassion Jesus has for sinners! In the words of J. C. Ryle, “He knew well the wickedness of that city. He knew what crimes had been committed there in times past. He knew what was coming on Himself, at the time of His crucifixion. Yet even to Jerusalem He says, ‘How often would I have gathered thy children together as a hen doth gather her brood under her wings.’”4


If Jesus had compassion for the lost sinners of Jerusalem, then he has compassion for us. The invitation to come under his sheltering wing is offered to everyone, without exception, in all of life’s troubles. When you are afraid of your enemies, pray the way David prayed when he was hiding from wicked King Saul: “Be merciful to me, O God, be merciful to me, for in you my soul takes refuge; in the shadow of your wings I will take refuge, till the storms of destruction pass by” (Ps. 57:1). When you are in danger, believe what God has said in his Word: “He will cover you with his pinions, and under his wings you will find refuge” (Ps. 91:4). If you feel unwanted and unloved, then claim this biblical promise: “How precious is your steadfast love, O God! The children of mankind take refuge in the shadow of your wings” (Ps. 36:7). If you want the free gift of eternal life, then go to God and make this prayer: “Let me dwell in your tent forever! Let me take refuge under the shelter of your wings!” (Ps. 61:4). Jesus is ready and willing to take you under his wing, if only you will come to him in faith. Then you will be able to say, “O God, you are my God . . . for you have been my help, and in the shadow of your wings I will sing for joy” (Ps. 63:1, 7).


In offering us this shelter, Jesus is not only our Savior, but also our example. The love that Jesus had for Jerusalem is the model for our own compassion for lost sinners, especially in the city. When we see people living in rebellion against God—the drug traffickers, the drag queens, the gang members, the crooked businessmen, the corrupt politicians, and all the people like us who live for themselves—we usually want to push them as far away as possible. But Jesus was dying to draw them in by his grace, so that they could come and find salvation.


Today Jesus extends his gracious invitation through the church—through our message of forgiveness and our ministry of mercy. Pray for the people you are longing for Jesus to save. Show mercy to people who are lost in the city. Spread the wings of Christ’s compassion to bring them to safety.






 

BUT THEY WOULD NOT

If only the people who need Christ would come under his wing! Some of them will, of course. It happens every day: people hear the good news of the cross and the empty tomb; they are invited to receive Jesus as Savior and Lord; they repent of their sins, they believe in Christ, and they are saved forever. But sadly, many people refuse to come to Jesus at all.


This was the reason for our Lord’s heartfelt lament. “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem,” he said, “How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not!” (Luke 13:34). Jesus had been busy doing the work of his kingdom. Time and again, he had told people to repent of their sins and warned them to find safety from the judgment to come. Time and again, he had invited them to receive him by faith. Yet time and again, they had refused his gracious invitation. They would not repent; they would not believe; they would not be saved. In the end, they would have no one to blame but themselves.


Jesus Christ is willing to save. With tender compassion, he “desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). He does not wish “that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). It is true that God is sovereign in salvation—no one can come to Christ without the saving work of God’s Spirit. But it is also true that Jesus Christ is freely and genuinely offered to everyone, and that people who have the will to reject him are choosing their own destruction. We can never blame God for our own unbelief. God leaves us free to follow the defiant rebellion of our own sinful hearts. If we do not come to Christ, it is not because God has not invited us, but because we will not come.


What a heartbreak it is when the people we love refuse to come to Christ. Jesus knows what a heartbreak it is, because he himself was brokenhearted for Jerusalem. He knew that judgment was coming. He knew that the door of salvation would not stay open forever, but soon would close to shut people out. He knew that many people in Jerusalem would remain in their rebellion. His compassionate response shows how we should respond when people turn away from God: with deep sadness for those who will not come to Christ, and a firm commitment to do God’s work until it is done. 


Jerusalem’s rebellion was a special grief to our Savior’s soul because he knew what suffering was about to fall on that proud city. He said to the people of Jerusalem, “Behold, your house is forsaken” (Luke 13:35). Some scholars say that here Jesus was referring to the city as a whole as a house for God’s people. Others say he was speaking more specifically about the temple, which was the house of God. But either way, this prophecy came true. God withdrew his protection from Jerusalem. His holy presence no longer rested on the temple. Within a matter of years the city was overthrown and its temple was utterly destroyed.


What happened to Jerusalem will happen to any nation, city, church, or individual who refuses to find safety in Christ. If we will not come to him, we will be forsaken by God, and eventually we will be destroyed.


Yet there is still time for us to come to him in faith. There is still time for us to come under the safety of his wings. There is still time for us to be saved, as there was for Jerusalem. Jesus ended by saying “I tell you, you will not see me until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!’” (Luke 13:35).


The statement “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” (Ps. 118:26) was a benediction from the Old Testament. It was also a promise of salvation that people shouted on Palm Sunday, when Jesus rode into Jerusalem the week before he died (see Luke 19:28–38). So perhaps Jesus was making a prophecy about his triumphal entry. Jerusalem was rejecting him, yet he was still busy doing his saving work, and the day was rapidly approaching when the city would see him again. Sadly, even after that great day they still rejected him, because many of the same people who shouted his blessing on Palm Sunday called for his crucifixion on Good Friday.


Alternatively, Jesus may have been speaking about his second coming at the end of history. This is also a common interpretation. On that great day everyone will know that Jesus is the Savior, including many people who rejected him in Jerusalem. Every eye will see him, every knee will bow before him, and every tongue will confess his name as Lord. His second coming will mean salvation for many, but damnation for those who never received Jesus by faith. He invited them to come under his sheltering wing, but they would not, and by the time they finally see Jesus as he truly is, it will be too late. Just as Jerusalem’s walls were torn down, its buildings burned, and its people led away in chains, so too everyone who rejects Jesus and his salvation will suffer eternal death under the righteous wrath of God. 


However we interpret the end of Luke 13:35, the most important application to make is personal. When will you see Jesus? That is to say, when will you know him as he truly is—not the Jesus you might see in some sentimental portrait, but the real Jesus you meet in the Gospels? When will you know the Savior who faithfully did the work of salvation until he finished it to the very death, and who with a heart full of compassion lamented the city he loved? When will you acknowledge him as your Savior and your God?


I pray that Jesus will not have to make the same lament for you that he made for Jerusalem—that he longed to gather you in, but you would not come. Rather, I pray that you will say “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” and then find safety in Christ by faith.
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 THE BEST SEAT IN THE HOUSE

Luke 14:1–11


“But when you are invited, go and sit in the lowest place, so that when your host comes he may say to you, ‘Friend, move up higher.’ Then you will be honored in the presence of all who sit at table with you.” (Luke 14:10)


In order to go higher up, sometimes you first have to go lower down. Ronald Pinkerton experienced this paradoxical phenomenon while hang gliding. Caught up on a powerful air current, Pinkerton rose effortlessly to four thousand feet. Then disaster struck: a sudden downdraft sent his hang glider plummeting down toward the ground. Here is how Pinkerton described his neardeath experience:


I was falling at an alarming rate. Trapped in an airborne riptide, I was going to crash! Then I saw him—a red-tailed hawk. He was six feet off my right wingtip, fighting the same gust I was. . . .




I looked down: 300 feet from the ground and still falling. The trees below seemed like menacing pikes.


 

I looked at the hawk again. Suddenly he banked and flew straight downwind. Downwind! If the right air is anywhere, it’s upwind! The hawk was committing suicide.


 

Two hundred feet. From nowhere the thought entered my mind: Follow the hawk. It went against everything I knew about flying. But now all my knowledge was useless. I was at the mercy of the wind. I followed the hawk.




One hundred feet. Suddenly the hawk gained altitude. For a split second I seemed to be suspended motionless in space. Then a warm surge of air started pushing the glider upward. I was stunned. Nothing I knew as a pilot could explain this phenomenon. But it was true: I was rising.1





This true story provides a physical illustration of a basic spiritual principle of the gospel and the Christian life: in order to rise up to glory, we first have to fall down in humility. In doing this we are following the example of Jesus Christ, who was humiliated before he was exalted.






 

IT HAPPENED ONE SABBATH

Jesus taught this gospel paradox while he was sitting down to eat dinner at the house of a Pharisee. But first, as a sort of hors d’oeuvre, he had a miracle to perform: “One Sabbath, when he went to dine at the house of a ruler of the Pharisees, they were watching him carefully. And behold, there was a man before him who had dropsy” (Luke 14:1–2).


It was typical for pious Jews to sit down to the biggest and best meal of the week after worshiping in the synagogue on the Sabbath. It was typical as well for a local leader to invite a visiting teacher like Jesus to come over for dinner. Then too it was typical for Jesus to accept the invitation. He was willing to eat with anybody—even Pharisees—and some of his most important encounters took place over a meal.


It was also typical for the Pharisees to try to catch Jesus saying or doing something wrong. This is what legalists love to do: to trap people in a transgression so they can feel superior about their own spirituality. Here we see Pharisees up to their old tricks. Luke tells us that they were watching Jesus carefully.


Luke also tells us that there was a man there with dropsy. It was not unusual for Jesus to meet someone with a medical condition, and this man’s condition was serious. Dropsy, or edema, is characterized by the buildup of excess fluid in the cavities or tissues of the body. The man was swollen by the retention of water, possibly indicating that his organs were failing. This was the first thing Jesus noticed when he went into the Pharisee’s house: a man in serious need. It is the first thing Jesus notices about all of us: the needs we have that only he can supply.


In this case, however, the whole situation seems like a setup. Luke has already told us that the Pharisees were lying in wait for Jesus, trying to trap him (see Luke 11:54). Here we are told that they were watching him closely, and—surprise, surprise—as soon as he walked in the door there was a man with dropsy. In all likelihood, the Pharisees were tempting Jesus to break their rules by healing this man on the Sabbath. Apparently the man was not even on the guest list for dinner, because after he was healed, Jesus sent him away (see Luke 14:4). Instead, the man seems to have been planted there because the Pharisees knew that, given half a chance, Jesus would break their man-made regulations for the Sabbath. Then maybe they would be able to report him to the authorities in Jerusalem.


Jesus knew exactly what they were thinking, of course. Luke tells us that he “responded to the lawyers and Pharisees” (Luke 14:3). What is striking about this expression is that the Pharisees had not actually said anything. Nevertheless, Jesus knew the objection they were raising in their hearts, and by way of response, he put the question back to them: “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath, or not?” (Luke 14:3).


Now the tables were turned. The Pharisees had been trying to trap Jesus, but when he asked this question, they were the ones who were trapped. Was it lawful to heal on the Sabbath? They could not say yes, because according to their own religious principles, it was not lawful to heal anyone on the Sabbath, except perhaps if it was a matter of life or death. This had been the whole point of trying to get Jesus to heal the man with dropsy. If they now gave him the go-ahead to heal on the Sabbath, they would be contradicting everything they stood for. But the Pharisees could not say no either, because if they told Jesus that he could not heal on the Sabbath, everyone would know how heartless they were.


Trapped by the contradictions of their godless, merciless legalism, there was nothing the Pharisees could say. “They remained silent,” Luke says. However, Jesus knew exactly what to do. His mercy demanded deliverance without delay, so he took the man with dropsy “and healed him and sent him away” (Luke 14:4).


Then Jesus made his triumph complete by asking the Pharisees a further question: “And he said to them, ‘Which of you, having a son or an ox that has fallen into a well on a Sabbath day, will not immediately pull him out?’” (Luke 14:5). Some translations say “a donkey or an ox,” but many scholars believe that “son” is the more accurate reading. Either way, the Pharisees had to admit that Jesus was right. If one of their own children—or even one of their animals—happened to fall into an open cistern, they would never let him drown. Of course not! In that kind of emergency, they would find some way to justify doing whatever they had to do to pull him out. But if they would do all that for one of their animals, then why shouldn’t Jesus have mercy on a man with dropsy and heal his disease?


The Pharisees knew that Jesus was right, so they responded with stony silence. “They could not reply to these things” (Luke 14:6), because really there was nothing they could say. Once again, they were ensnared by the inconsistencies in their faulty interpretation of the law of God. Their legalism was preventing them from showing the mercy that God requires.


Unlike the Pharisees, Jesus understood the real purpose of the Sabbath. It was not a day for trying to catch people making a moral mistake, or to gain spiritual merit by keeping laws that were even stricter than the law of God. But it was a day for worship and rest, and also for showing mercy to people in need. As J. C. Ryle explained it, “The Sabbath was made for man—for his benefit, not for his injury—for his advantage, not for his hurt. The interpretation of God’s law respecting the Sabbath was never intended to be strained so far as to interfere with charity, kindness, and the real wants of human nature.”2


Praise God for the healing mercy of Jesus Christ! Praise him for the complete cure he brings the diseases of the body and the troubles of the soul. Praise him also for the sanity he restored to the Sabbath! In his healing ministry, Jesus did as much good on the Sabbath as any other day of the week, which was fully in keeping with the purposes of the day. 


Today Christians celebrate a day of worship and rest on the first day of the week—the day Jesus was raised from the dead. But do we use the Lord’s day the way that Jesus used it, as a day for doing mercy? In a column for Time magazine, Nancy Gibbs commented, “Over time, Sunday has gone from a day we could do only a very few things to the only day we can do just about anything we want. The U.S. is too diverse, our lives too busy, our economy too global and our appetites too vast to lose a whole day that could be spent working or playing or power shopping.”3 In other words, Sunday has become a day for doing whatever we want, not a day for doing what God wants, or what other people need.


Jesus calls us away from the selfishness and the legalism of our sinful hearts to follow him in loving mercy and doing justice. The Lord’s day is for the healthy to show mercy to the sick by visiting them on their beds. It is for fathers to show mercy to their children by putting them at the top of their agenda, for families to show mercy to singles by welcoming them into their homes, and for the wealthy to show mercy to the poor by feeding them bread. It is a day for people who have found Christ to show mercy to people who are still lost by giving them the gospel. The Lord’s day is for showing every compassion of Christ to every person in need, just like Jesus.






 

DON’T TAKE THE HIGHEST PLACE

The miracle that Jesus performed for the man with dropsy was merely an appetizer for the next thing he did at the dinner party, which was to comment on the seating arrangements. Jesus taught the dinner guests not to take the highest place, but to take the lowest place, and to let God raise them up.


Up until this point, Jesus had been speaking primarily to the Pharisees. But now, as the guests were taking their places, he addressed himself to the dinner party in general: “He told a parable to those who were invited, when he noticed how they chose the places of honor” (Luke 14:7). Jesus was deeply attentive to the spiritual dynamics of any social situation. He noticed what people did, and why they did it. Earlier he had observed how the Pharisees loved to get the best seat in the synagogues (see Luke 11:43). On this occasion he noticed the way people tried to get the best seat in the house. 


This was a major social event: a dinner party hosted by the wealthiest man in town, with a well-known public figure in attendance. In all likelihood, the table was arranged in a U-shaped formation, with the host sitting at the center and the guests sitting on cushions or low couches on either side. The best places were the ones right next to the host, on his right and his left. After that, the best place to sit was as close to the host as one could get.


As Jesus watched the guests gather for dinner, he noticed the subtle and not-so-subtle ways they inched their way closer to the best seats in the house. It is easy to imagine the scene: one man engaging the host in close conversation so as to be right next to him when the call came for dinner; another man sauntering to the head of the table, or casually placing his hand on the low sofa where the host would sit with his most honored guests. They all wanted the best seat in the house. They did it so smoothly that some people might not even notice. But as Jesus watched them make their moves, he could see what they were really doing. He knew that behind their seeming indifference lurked a selfish intention. The close conversation with the host was a social maneuver. The casual hand on the low sofa was a calculated grasp for public recognition.


How proud these men were of their perceived position, and how hard they worked to protect it! Their spiritual problem went much deeper than simply having bad manners. They were enslaved to their selfish ambitions. What mattered most to them was their public reputation, not their private godliness. This is why they were so legalistic. They were all about external obedience, and the sense of pride that goes with it. Kent Hughes comments: “The Pharisees and scribes, despite all their god-talk and religious posturing, were a selfish, self-seeking, ambitious lot. Selfishness always reduces the importance of others and enlarges the importance of one’s own life.”4


People who are full of their own self-importance always insist on having the best seat in the house, and they feel slighted when they do not get it. It happens in the home, where brothers and sisters complain any time they think their siblings are getting a special advantage. It happens in politics, where insiders work their connections to get preferential treatment, and it also happens in business, where workers angle for the next promotion and read books like How to Get Your Competition Fired.5 It happens in the church, where people want their service to receive the full recognition they think it deserves. The same thing happens any time and any place there is a chance to get something better than somebody else, like in the chow line, or at the rummage sale, or on the freeway. 


We ourselves are guilty of this sinful pride whenever we step in front of someone who wants the same thing that we want, or secretly rejoice in the downfall of a rival. It is pride when we reflect on our own reputation, or exaggerate our accomplishments, or encourage someone to speak our praise. We are equally guilty of the same sin whenever we fail to get the place we think we deserve, and then resent it.


The scene at the Pharisee’s house reminds me of the seating arrangements at the memorial service for the late Dr. James Montgomery Boice, who served for more than thirty years as senior minister of Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church. The church was full beyond capacity. Anticipating this, we had set up television monitors in other parts of the building, so that people who could not sit in the sanctuary could still be part of the service. We also decided not to give priority seating to special guests, but simply to seat people on a first-come, first-served basis. Afterwards I received an angry letter from a family that came too late to sit in the sanctuary and had to go downstairs. They told me in no uncertain terms that they deserved better treatment and would never worship at our church again!


Jesus teaches us not to seek a place of high position, but to sit somewhere lower down. He said this in the form of a parable: “When you are invited by someone to a wedding feast, do not sit down in a place of honor, lest someone more distinguished than you be invited by him, and he who invited you both will come and say to you, ‘Give your place to this person,’ and then you will begin with shame to take the lowest place” (Luke 14:8–9).


Do not have too high an opinion of yourself. Do not claim your own honor or take the best seat in the house. Do not work your way into a more prominent position while pretending not to try, or even to care, because if you take a higher place than you truly deserve, you will end up getting completely humiliated. What Jesus said is similar to something King Solomon said in one of his famous proverbs: “Do not put yourself forward in the king’s presence or stand in the place of the great, for it is better to be told, ‘Come up here,’ than to be put lower in the presence of a noble” (Prov. 25:6–7). 


People who demand more recognition than they deserve will never get the honor they crave, but to their shame, they will get put right back into their place. This is an especially good rule to follow in ministry: never push yourself forward for a more prominent position, but let the Lord pull you into the place where he wants you to serve. As Francis Schaeffer argues in his marvelous sermon “No Little People, No Little Places,” the Christian “should choose the lesser place until God extrudes him into a position of more responsibility and authority.”6






 

TAKE THE LOWEST PLACE

Instead of taking the highest place, Jesus tells us to sit lower down: “But when you are invited, go and sit in the lowest place, so that when your host comes he may say to you, ‘Friend, move up higher.’ Then you will be honored in the presence of all who sit at table with you” (Luke 14:10).


I had a similar experience when I attended the installation service for Dr. Jae Sung Kim as senior minister of Philadelphia’s historic Korean United Church. The church was packed with well-wishers, and I slipped into the back just as the service was beginning. However, some of the deacons recognized me as the pastor of a sister church and welcomed me as a friend. Before I knew what was happening, someone had pinned a boutonniere to my lapel and ushered me to the front of the church. During the service I was called on to give a short message, and afterwards I was invited to sit down with the church leaders for a banquet. Although I had come to sit in the lowest place, I received unexpected and undeserved honor in front of the entire congregation. They gave me one of the best seats in the house.


This kind of reversal is one of the deep working principles of God’s justice and mercy. Jesus did not teach the parable of the wedding places to improve our etiquette, but to show us the way God works in salvation. To make sure we did not miss the point, he explained what the parable meant: “For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 14:11; cf. 1:52; 18:14).


This kingdom principle is not just for wedding receptions and other dinner parties, but for all of life. The world tells us to elevate ourselves, but Jesus says that if we do, God will bring us down. He will humble our pride. We see this in many stories of the Bible, from the fall of Adam to the fall of Jerusalem. We see the same thing throughout human history, as God tears down proud nations and destroys the vain powers of darkness. We see it in society whenever entertainers, or politicians, or businessmen come to public disgrace.


But we will see it most clearly at the end of all days. When Jesus gave this parable about humiliation and exaltation, he was preparing us for the final judgment.


There is more here than social wisdom. Our Lord was not concerned that his hearers merely learn to take the lower seat so they would avoid embarrassment and then achieve high human honor when they were ostentatiously ushered from the lowest seat to the highest. Neither was he teaching the Pharisees and scribes to put on a staged humility, so they would be greatly honored above their peers. Jesus hated the pride that pretends to be humble. Rather, he was imparting an eternal spiritual principle that will be evident in the end when everything is made right.7





For people who exalt themselves—who think they are good enough to stand before God on their own merits—the final judgment will be a total humiliation. People like the Pharisees, who believe in “salvation by recognition,”8 will not get what they think they deserve; they will get what God thinks they deserve. Norval Geldenhuys comments: “Just as at a wedding-feast the occupying of seats of honour does not depend on a person’s self-assertive attitude but on the discretion of the host, so also a place of honour in the kingdom of heaven does not depend on self-assertiveness or on a man’s opinion of himself but on the righteous judgment of God.”9


What righteous judgment will God render upon those who think they deserve his glory? He will disgrace them for their ungodly pride. As Michael Wilcock explains, “To claim God’s approval as a right, on the grounds of one’s position in the church, or one’s reputation in the community, or even one’s good opinion of oneself, is a positive disqualification. There is no entry through the narrow door for the one who is laden with status symbols and a sense of his own importance.”10 Augustine had a simpler way of saying it: “There are humble religious, and there are proud religious. The proud ones should not promise themselves the kingdom of God.”11


No, if there is any place at all for us at the eternal banquet, it is only by the grace of God. The only people who will be exalted at the final judgment are people who humble themselves before God, who know for sure that they are unworthy sinners, and who therefore put their total trust in the mercy of Jesus Christ, on the basis of his death on the cross. To go up to glory, we first have to go down in humility. Peter said, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble. Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you” (1 Peter 5:5–6). What better time to be exalted than at the final judgment, when Christ comes into his kingdom? There may be times when God exalts the humble in this life, but he is certain to exalt them in the life to come, lifting them up to the glory of God. If you refuse to claim that you deserve something from God, but recognize that you do not deserve anything at all without Christ, God will raise you up to eternal life.


In the meantime, make humility your way of life, the governing principle of your ministry or your mission work. Give yourself to others in humble service, honoring them above yourself. For the Christian, this kind of humility ought to be our ambition. J. C. Ryle said, “The man who really knows himself and his own heart—who knows God and His infinite majesty and holiness—who knows Christ, and the price at which he was redeemed—that man will never be a proud man.”12 If we truly know the grace that God has for us in Christ—the death he died on the cross to save us from our sins—then we know we have nothing to be proud of. This makes us content to take the lowest place, not out of false humility, or as a subtle strategy for self-advancement, but out of true love and honor for Christ. As far as Jesus is concerned, the lowest place is the best seat in the house. 


Years ago I saw this kind of humility in action at a family wedding in New York City. There had been a mix-up with the caterer, or perhaps there were a bunch of gate-crashers, but in any case, there were not enough places for the dinner guests. One of my wife’s cousins knew just what to do. Quickly she organized members of the family to set up makeshift tables in an out-of-the-way corner. As close members of the bride’s own family, they deserved a better place. But because they considered others better than themselves, they cheerfully sat down to make the best of things, sharing as much joy as anyone has ever had at a wedding.






 

LOWER DOWN, HIGHER UP

Where do we learn to live and to love with this kind of humility? We learn it from the Son of God, who took the very lowest place that anyone has ever taken, and as a result, is now exalted to the highest place in the universe. This is the great parabola of redemption that the apostle Paul traces in Philippians 2. Jesus Christ is very God of very God. Nevertheless, he did not “count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men” (Phil. 2:6–7). This in itself was an extreme humiliation, when God the Son set aside the prerogatives of his deity to share in our humanity. But Jesus went lower still, “and being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:7–8). So complete was his humility that he was willing to die the most ignominious of all deaths: the painful and shameful death of the cross.


As a direct result of his dying humility, we receive the forgiveness of our sins. But that is not all. Jesus himself receives something: he receives glory for his humility. Having followed his downward descent to the humiliation of the cross, we must also trace the ascending arc of his exaltation. Jesus humbled himself unto death. “Therefore,” the Scripture goes on to say, “God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:9–11). Jesus went from the lowest place on earth to the highest place in heaven. Humiliated in his death, he was exalted in his resurrection. Therefore, his saving work is the ultimate proof of his own claim that “he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 14:11). 


To go higher up, first you have to go lower down. One day everyone who believes in Jesus Christ—everyone who humbly trusts in his crucifixion and resurrection—will be lifted up to his glory. What joy will be ours when God elevates us to a place infinitely higher than we deserve, and infinitely more glorious than we can even imagine!


I experienced a small measure of that joy when I took my own seat at Dr. Boice’s memorial service. Seven men were on the platform to lead worship that day—all of them my elders and superiors, including great Christian leaders like the Reverend Eric Alexander, Dr. C. Everett Koop, and Dr. R. C. Sproul. There were seven men, but only three chairs, as well as some less prominent and less comfortable seating at the back of the platform. Since I was opening the service, I was in charge of handing out the seating assignments. Needless to say, I took a back seat to the others. Yet to the credit of their humility, those worthy men insisted that I should sit up front. As they invited me to take the best seat in the house, they said essentially what the host said in the parable of the wedding places: “Friend, move up higher.”


What joy it was to be elevated by men I love and honor. But how much greater my joy will be when I am elevated by the worthiest of all men—the God-man who humbled himself for my exaltation—the Lord Jesus Christ. And how great your joy will be, as a believer in Christ, when Jesus invites you to sit down with him in glory and says, “Friend, move up higher.”
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 AN OPEN INVITATION

Luke 14:12–24


“And the master said to the servant, ‘Go out to the highways and hedges and compel people to come in, that my house may be filled. For I tell you, none of those men who were invited shall taste my banquet.’” (Luke 14:23–24)


Near the end of The Last Battle, which is the last of C. S. Lewis’s seven Chronicles of Narnia, the great lion king Aslan spreads a sumptuous feast before a group of grumpy old dwarfs. But the dwarfs do not believe in Aslan, and therefore they are suspicious of anything he tries to do for them—so suspicious that they neither see nor taste his royal food. Here is how Lewis describes the scene:


Aslan raised his head and shook his mane. Instantly a glorious feast appeared on the Dwarfs’ knees: pies and pigeons and trifles and ices, and each Dwarf had a goblet of good wine in his right hand. But it wasn’t much use. They began eating and drinking greedily enough, but it was clear that they couldn’t taste it properly. They thought they were eating and drinking only the sort of things you might find in a Stable. One said he was trying to eat hay and another said he had got a bit of an old turnip and a third said he’d found a raw cabbage leaf. And they raised golden goblets of rich red wine to their lips and said “Ugh! Fancy drinking dirty water out of a trough that a donkey’s been at! Never thought we’d come to this.”1





When the dwarfs had finished their miserable meal, they congratulated themselves for refusing the king’s royal banquet. This episode has strong biblical overtones, because in his Word God has promised to give his people a feast. This feast is only for those who receive it by faith, however, and like those foolish dwarfs, many people refuse to enjoy God’s invitation to dinner.






 

GOD’S GUEST LIST

Jesus taught about God’s banquet while he was at a Pharisee’s house one Sabbath for dinner. The dinner party began when Jesus walked in the door and healed a man’s disease. Then, as the guests scrambled to claim the best seats in the house, Jesus told them a parable about taking the lowest place instead of the highest place. According to the saving principles of God’s justice and mercy, people who exalt themselves will be humbled, while people who humble themselves for Christ will be exalted.


The parable was mainly for the invited guests, but Jesus also had something important to say to their host: “When you give a dinner or a banquet, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, lest they also invite you in return and you be repaid. But when you give a feast, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you. You will be repaid at the resurrection of the just” (Luke 14:12–14).


Earlier Jesus had told people where to sit and where not to sit. Now he was telling them whom to invite, or not to invite, and he was putting it in the strongest possible terms. When you are having a dinner party, he said, do not invite your friends only, or your family members, or the richest family in town, because those people will probably return the invitation. The only selfless way to serve is to invite a guest who has nothing to offer except his need.


Obviously Jesus was exaggerating to make a point. He loved his family and often ate with his friends. Such relationships need to be nurtured. Thus there is a place in the Christian community for reciprocal hospitality, which the command of Christ does not rule out (e.g., Job 1:13; Acts 2:44–45). But for many people this is as far as hospitality ever goes. So Jesus put all of his emphasis on inviting people who are in no position to invite us back. Do not invite your friends only, he was saying, but also invite people who are down and out. 


Jesus was distinguishing here between charity, which is a selfless act of love, and mere civility, which is a lesser virtue because it is more in our selfinterest. Civility has its place in life, but we should not make the mistake of thinking that we are being charitable when in fact we are only being civil. We should also be careful not to let our civility get in the way of true Christian charity.


How easy it is to help people who will help us in return, and how hard it is to help people who will be nothing but trouble. If we are honest, we have to admit that many of our relationships are based on quid pro quo, which is a fancy way of saying, “If you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.” If you invite me over for dinner, then I will invite you; if you watch my kids for a while, then I will watch yours; and so forth. There is nothing wrong with this kind of mutual assistance, but there is too much self-interest involved for it to be a full demonstration of the mercy of God.


Often we look less like Jesus and more like the character Templeton in the movie Charlotte’s Web. Templeton was a clever rat, and the other animals in the barnyard sometimes required his services, but he never did anything for anyone else unless it was also in his own self-interest. “What’s in it for me, Charlotte?” he would say whenever he was asked to do something.


In order for our lives to show the love of Christ, we need to go beyond doing good to people who do good to us, which may simply be another way of loving ourselves. Instead, we need to give without any thought for what we might get in return. One good way to do this is to expand the guest list for our ministry and hospitality. Jesus tells us to serve people who are living in poverty or suffering from a disability. This means recognizing their dignity as people made in the image of God and caring for their practical needs. It means enabling them to participate in public life. It means developing meaningful relationships with people outside our community and welcoming awkward or difficult people into our fellowship. It also means doing all of this for people who do not seem to have anything to give us in return.


This is a serious issue for self-examination. When was the last time you did something for someone who was not in any position to do something for you? What are you doing to help the people who are disabled? How much are you giving to the poor? J. C. Ryle said, “The Lord Jesus would have us care for our poorer brethren, and help them according to our power. He would have us know that it is a solemn duty never to neglect the poor, but to aid them, and relieve them in their time of need.”2


Jesus would have us do this because he wants us to have his heart for people in need—the same heart he had for us when he gave his life for our sins. The guest list he gives us—the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame—is the guest list of his own grace. These are the very people Jesus came to save.


If we receive them as our guests in Jesus’ name, then we will have God’s blessing. These people may not be able to repay us for what we give them, but God can repay us. He will repay us at the resurrection, which Jesus calls “the resurrection of the just” because only the just will receive any happy reward.


What an encouragement this promise is to Christians who give their lives in sacrificial service—who work in the world’s ghettoes, or welcome street children into their homes, or do relief work in places where people are hostile to the gospel. Even if their service does not receive any recognition from the people they serve, God will not let their work go unrewarded. They will receive full recompense at the resurrection.






 

THE GREAT BANQUET

By this point in the meal, Jesus had offended just about everyone at the table: the Pharisees by healing a man on the Sabbath, the invited guests by telling them not to take the best seats in the house, and the host by criticizing his guest list. Who else was left for him to offend?


Socially, this must have been a very awkward situation. Yet one man tried to salvage the dinner party by taking what Jesus had just said about the resurrection and making a spiritual comment that everyone should agree with (or so he thought): “When one of those who reclined at table with him heard these things, he said to him, ‘Blessed is everyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God!’” (Luke 14:15). 


This statement was true, as far as it went. According to one of the great salvation promises of the Old Testament, the King of kings is preparing an eternal banquet for his people (see Isa. 25:6–9). What a blessing it will be to sit down at that great feast! However, the man who uttered this pious sentiment was making a potentially dangerous assumption. In his selfsatisfaction, he assumed that he would be there for that great feast, along with all the other respectable religious people who deserve a place at God’s table. The man also assumed that Jesus would agree with what he had said, confirming God’s blessing.


Many people make the same assumption today. They like to talk about heaven; they are confident that they deserve to go to that better place; and they assume that Jesus agrees with their assessment of their spiritual condition. Yet not everyone who talks about heaven is going there. On the contrary, as Jesus went on to explain in his parable of the great banquet, the only people who will ever sit down at God’s table are those who respond to his invitation by faith.


There are five main parts to this parable: a gracious invitation (Luke 14:16–17), a rude rejection (Luke 14:18–20), a wider invitation (Luke 14:21), a compelling exhortation (Luke 14:22–23), and a final caution (Luke 14:24). The parable begins with a gracious invitation: “A man once gave a great banquet and invited many. And at the time for the banquet he sent his servant to say to those who had been invited, ‘Come, for everything is now ready’” (Luke 14:16–17).


According to custom, a wealthy man hosting a banquet would have issued two invitations. The first invitation is the one mentioned in verse 16; it came a day or two before the great event. To say yes to this invitation was to make a firm commitment to attend, because once the host knew how many people were coming, he would start killing as many animals as he needed to feed meat to his hungry guests. Then, when everything was finally ready, a servant was sent to tell everyone that the time had come. Hosts and hostesses sometimes do the same thing today, mailing an invitation in advance, and then sending an e-mail or making a phone call as a reminder. But in a culture that was somewhat less concerned with clocks and calendars, there was always a second invitation, which guests were duty-bound to obey. 


This parable was really about God’s plan of salvation and the coming of Christ. As we have seen, the banquet was an ancient symbol of salvation. God wants to have fellowship with his people and to satisfy them with good things. So in the parable, the man hosting the banquet represents God, and the banquet represents his kingdom—the greatest feast that any king has ever set before any guest.


God first gave a free and gracious invitation to come to his banquet in the promises of the Old Testament. The “many” whom God invited (see Luke 14:16) were primarily the people of Israel. Now it was time for them to receive their second invitation. Therefore, Jesus was announcing that the kingdom had come. He himself was the servant sent to tell Israel that God’s banquet was ready. He was the Messiah, the Son of God, the Savior. Soon he would finish the work of salvation by dying on the cross for sinners and rising again from the dead. The time for the banquet had finally arrived, so in his teaching ministry Jesus offered this gracious invitation: “Come, for everything is ready!”


Anyone who has ever attended a feast—like a wedding reception, perhaps, or an anniversary dinner, or an honors banquet—knows how wonderful it is to be invited. It is even more wonderful to hear the happy news that dinner is served! This is what Jesus was announcing to the people of God. Everything we need for salvation is ready because God has prepared it all for us in Christ: forgiveness through the cross, and life through the empty tomb. We have been invited to God’s invitation-only banquet, so all we need to do now is come. The complete readiness of the feast is a strong inducement for us to come without delay. J. C. Ryle comments: “There is nothing wanting on God’s part for the salvation of man. If man is not saved, the fault is not on God’s side. The Father is ready to receive all who come to Him by Christ. The Son is ready to cleanse all from their sins who apply to Him by faith. The Spirit is ready to come to all who ask for Him. There is an infinite willingness in God to save man, if man is only willing to be saved.”3


Are you willing to be saved? God has given you a gracious invitation. He wants you to come. Everything is ready for you in Christ. But you need to do something more than just talk about how nice it would be to go to heaven; you need to respond to God in faith. To be saved is to say yes to God’s gracious invitation in Jesus Christ. 






 

EXCUSES, EXCUSES

Tragically, many people who get invited never come, including some who said that they would come. This is the second part of the parable: a rude rejection. When the servant came with a second invitation to dinner, the guests were obligated to come without delay: “But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said to him, ‘I have bought a field, and I must go out and see it. Please have me excused.’ And another said, ‘I have bought five yoke of oxen, and I go to examine them. Please have me excused.’ And another said, ‘I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come’” (Luke 14:18–20).


These people had all made their RSVP, but then they were no-shows. Each of them offered some kind of excuse. In fact, Leon Morris calls this “The Parable of Excuses.”4 The first excuse was horticultural, the second was agricultural, and the third was matrimonial—but they were all equally absurd. Who would ever wait to inspect his new property until after he had purchased it? Certainly no one in the Middle East, where land transactions could take years, and where every foot of land was carefully described in the agreement of sale.5 The same thing could be said about the oxen. No one who had any idea how to farm would even think of buying five pairs of oxen without seeing if they could pull together as a team. Kenneth Bailey compares this to buying five used cars sight unseen, without knowing the make or the model, and without knowing whether they would even start.6 Besides, if the man wanted to test the oxen they would still be there when the banquet was over. As for this newlywed—who did not even have the decency to ask to be excused—why not bring his bride to the banquet and dance the night away?


These bad excuses (from people, it should be remembered, who had already accepted the master’s invitation) remind me of a song my sixthgrade class in grammar school used to sing—a simple chorus based on this parable:


I cannot come to the banquet, don’t trouble me now;
 I have married a wife; I have bought me a cow.
 I have fields and dominions that cost a tidy sum;
 Don’t trouble me now—I cannot come.





To our music teacher’s consternation, some of the boys in the back row sang a slightly different version, in which the second line went like this: “I have bought me a wife; I have married a cow.” But really, this was only slightly more absurd than the original parable, with its own outrageous excuses.


These people simply did not want to come to the banquet. There is no other explanation for what they did. They were busy pursuing their own interests and thought they had something better to do. The first two men were wealthy enough to buy entire fields or teams of oxen, and thus it was their wealth that kept them from coming. The last man was so inwardly focused on his family that he refused to go out and celebrate with the wider community. In the words of Cyril of Alexandria, these men “scorned a surpassing invitation, because they had turned aside to earthly things and focused their mind on the vain distractions of this world.”7


Each invited guest had a different excuse, but on this they were all agreed: they would not come to the banquet (cf. Luke 13:34). In the culture of Jesus’ day, such a deliberate refusal was unthinkably rude. No one ever rejected a second invitation. To accept a first invitation and then fail to come to a party was an unconscionable and probably intentional insult. It could only mean that the invited guests had the utmost disdain for their would-be host. In fact, in some parts of the Middle East such a rude refusal virtually amounted to a declaration of war.8


Jesus was saying that this was exactly what Israel’s religious leaders were doing to him. They had received God’s first invitation in the promises of the Old Testament, so they were committed to come. But when God’s servant summoned them to the great banquet, they deliberately insulted him by refusing to come by faith.


Many people treat Jesus the same way today. They have been invited to receive the free gift of eternal life by trusting in his cross and the empty tomb, yet they will not come. Some of them say that they will, but they never do. They offer the same lame excuses that people made in the parable. God is not as important to them as their own interests. They are too busy pursuing their earthly entertainments. They are tied up with their commitments at work. They have family and friends that pull them away from church. They say they do not have time for God, at least not right now. But whatever excuses they come up with, the real reason for their rude rejection is that they simply will not come to Christ.


Have you come to the banquet by putting your faith in Jesus Christ? Perhaps you are in the church already. Maybe you grew up in the church as a covenant child. But have you come to Jesus for salvation? If not, then what is your excuse? People always have some reason or another for staying away from Jesus. But what business could possibly be more important than making sure that you have eternal life? What property could be more valuable to have than a title to heaven? And what relationship could ever be more important than the one you can have with the God who made you and sent his Son to die for your sins? If all you have to offer God are excuses, they will sound all too flimsy at the final judgment, when the only people who sit down at God’s great banquet are the people who actually came to Christ.






 

THE OUTCASTS INVITED IN

When none of his guests showed up for dinner, the host was extremely angry, and rightly so. Yet in the righteousness of his wrath he also remembered to show mercy: “The servant came and reported these things to his master. Then the master of the house became angry and said to his servant, ‘Go out quickly to the streets and lanes of the city, and bring in the poor and crippled and blind and lame’” (Luke 14:21–22).


Here was a wider invitation. The master’s hospitality had been spurned, but he still had a feast to give away, so he opened his doors to the outcasts in his community. If all his wealthy guests refused to come, well then, he would scour the city streets for anyone who wanted a free meal—anyone who was willing to accept his hospitality. He expanded his guest list to include the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame. In other words, he invited exactly the kinds of people that Jesus had been talking about earlier: people who would never have the resources to return his invitation.


This wider invitation was a rebuke to the Pharisees and Israel’s other religious leaders. They were the invited guests, the men who had received God’s initial invitation in the Old Testament. But when Jesus came and summoned them to salvation, they refused to come. So now Jesus was taking the gospel out to all the lost sinners of Israel, including the homeless unbelievers that the Pharisees were too proud to have over for dinner. God’s invitation to salvation was not just for religious insiders; it was also for poor, broken-down sinners who had never been religious at all. Unless the religious people came to Christ, they would never be saved. Here is how Kenneth Bailey summarizes the meaning of the parable of the great supper:


God’s Messiah is here. He is inviting you to the messianic banquet of the day of salvation. The banquet is now ready. Do not refuse! For if you do (with your ridiculous excuses) others will fill your places from among the outcasts of Israel, and (in the future) an invitation will go out to the gentiles. The banquet will proceed without you. It will not be cancelled or postponed. The eschatological age has dawned. Respond to the invitation or opt out of participation in God’s salvation.9





At the same time that the Pharisees were in danger of being excluded, many others would be invited into God’s kingdom: poor, blind, and crippled sinners. Who would invite such outcasts in for dinner? Only a God of mercy and grace. Under Old Testament law the physically disabled were barred from participating as priests in the temple worship of Israel (Lev. 21:17–23), and people like the Pharisees used this law to justify their prejudice against people with disabilities. But according to Jesus, disability is no disbarment from the kingdom of God. The lame, the crippled, the deaf, the dumb, and the blind are all invited to sit at his table. How glad they are to come! Charles Spurgeon imagined one of the unlikely guests to God’s banquet saying, “I can hardly believe that I am really in a palace dining with a king. . . . Long live the king, say I, and blessings on the prince and his bride!”10


The extravagant love that Jesus has for people with disabilities can be illustrated from a documentary film about quadriplegics who play fullcontact wheelchair rugby. Murderball tells the story of players who overcome extreme personal obstacles to compete in the 2004 Paralympic Games in Athens, Greece. One of the most dramatic moments in the film comes when one of the teams loses its chance to win a gold medal. As they come off the court, the disappointment shows on their faces. They have struggled so hard and come so close, only to go down to bitter defeat. Then one man’s father comes over to comfort one of the players, and with tears streaming down his face, he says, “You’re the best son a dad could ever have!”


This is the love that our Father has for all his children in Christ. Impoverished by sin, broken by pain, and disabled by all our troubles in a fallen world, we are called to come to the banquet of God, where Jesus welcomes us by his grace and satisfies us with his love.






 

GOING OUT AND COMING IN

But that is not all. The invitation goes wider, because there is still more room at God’s table, and even more people that Jesus is calling to save. First the master invited his friends to dinner. When they rudely refused to come, he sent his servant out to invite people in off the streets. Even after that, he still had plenty of empty seats at his table. So his servant came and said, “Sir, what you commanded has been done, and still there is room” (Luke 14:22). To which the master replied with this compelling exhortation: “Go out to the highways and hedges and compel people to come in, that my house may be filled” (Luke 14:23).


This time the servant would go outside the city to the surrounding roadsides. There he would give his master’s gracious invitation to anyone he could find, including whatever dubious characters might be lurking in the highways and byways. It would take some doing to get them to come to dinner. Presumably these people did not know the master. According to the social conventions of the Middle East, strangers like this were expected to refuse the master’s invitation, especially if they belonged to a lower social class. Here is how Kenneth Bailey describes the situation: 


A stranger from outside the city is suddenly invited to a great banquet. He is not a relative or even a citizen of the host’s city. The offer is generous and delightful but (thinks the stranger) he cannot possibly mean it. After some discussion the servant will finally have to take the startled guest by the arm and gently pull him along. There is no other way to convince him that he is really invited to the great banquet, irrespective of his being a foreigner. Grace is unbelievable! How could it be true?11





If the servant was going to get these people to the banquet, he was going to have to persuade them by any means possible. Hence the urgency of his master’s command: “Go out and compel people to come in.”


This parable proves that God wants his house to be full for dinner. It also shows that his invitation is not just for the Jewish leaders, or for the Jewish people in general, but also for the Gentile nations of the world (cf. Rom. 1:16). The banquet of his salvation has been set for all peoples. It would be hard for many people to believe, but it was true: God was welcoming everyone, even people who had never had any connection with him before at all.


Notice that this command does not actually get carried out in the parable. The master tells his servant to go out, but we do not know for certain whether he obeys. We assume that he does, but Jesus does not say this, perhaps for an important reason: because it was not yet time for the gospel to go out into the wider world.12 That job was for the apostles, and for us. Jesus came to preach in Israel, and it was only later that he sent his people out to preach the gospel to the nations. This is our Great Commission: to go into all the world and preach the gospel—or, as Jesus put it in the parable of the great supper, to go out to the highways and byways and compel people to come in.


Are you going out into the world with the gospel? People are dying outside of Christ, and we must go and invite them to come in. Answer God’s call to missions and evangelism. Share the gospel on whatever highways you travel. Take advantage of the spiritual opportunities you have in the byways of your own community. By your words and witness, compel people to come in. Deal earnestly with people about their spiritual situation until they come to Christ. People need to be persuaded; otherwise, they will not come to Christ. There is no question here of coercion, but only the sweet compulsion of a heart that is persuaded of gospel truth and therefore is persuasive in the way it shares the truth of the gospel. 


Our Lord has such a heart for lost outcasts that he will not stop issuing his wide and gracious invitation until his banqueting house is full. He knows that sinners are still outside and will not come in unless they are invited by one of the master’s servants. Therefore, he has sent his ministers to preach the gospel and his people to live the gospel by faith. “We are ambassadors for Christ,” wrote the apostle Paul, “God making his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20).


What an encouragement this invitation is for people who have not yet received the free gift of eternal life! There is still room for you at God’s table, if only you will come to Christ. When the Scottish theologian Thomas Boston preached on this parable he said, “This is a comfortable word for those who have not yet complied with the invitations of the gospel; the doors are not yet shut, and such sinners may yet have access to Christ.”13


Yet we cannot give this comforting word without also giving the same final word of caution that Jesus gave at the end of his parable: “I tell you, none of those men who were invited shall taste my banquet” (Luke 14:24). This verse makes a significant grammatical shift to bring the parable to a dramatic conclusion. Right at the end Jesus speaks in the first person, making it clear that the banquet is his banquet. Jesus is the host of the great supper and the master of all its invitations. Here he says very plainly that people like the Pharisees, who refuse to come to him by faith, will never taste his salvation.


Heed his warning! The Savior is here. His banquet is ready. There is still room at his table. But if we are so foolish as to refuse his open invitation—no matter what excuse we make—it is not just dinner that we will miss, but our very salvation. Do not miss out on what Jesus wants to give you, but come when you are called!
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 THE CRUCIFORM LIFE

Luke 14:25–35


“If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple.” (Luke 14:26–27)


Following the success of the 1997 Mars Pathfinder Lander, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) planned a series of scientific missions to the planet Mars. Intending to launch at least one new mission every two years, their motto was “Faster. Better. Cheaper.” Things did not go quite the way that NASA planned, however. In December of 1999 the Mars Polar Lander failed to slow on its descent and slammed into the surface of the Red Planet, smashing into thousands of pieces.


Later it was determined that a design flaw in the 165 million dollar spacecraft had caused the braking system to shut off too soon. According to the engineers, this was a flaw that could have been detected and prevented if only they had run the right simulation on their computers. Why, then, did they fail to run the right simulation? Because NASA was trying to cut costs and decided not to purchase the necessary software.1 They may have done it cheaper, but they did not do it better. The Mars Lander crashed because the administration failed to count the cost for completing the mission. 


This is a mistake Jesus wants to be sure that all of his disciples are careful to avoid. Therefore, he tells us in advance how much it will cost us to follow him to the very end. Even before we come to faith in Christ, he calls us to count the true cost of Christian discipleship, which demands us to love him more than anything else in the world and to carry the cross of our own sacrificial love.






 

“HATING” YOUR FAMILY

Never was this accounting more important than when Jesus was rising to the height of his popularity. Luke tells us that “great crowds accompanied him” (Luke 14:25). Some of these multitudes wanted to see more of his miracles or hear more of his teaching, but many of them were just following the crowd. The atmosphere was electric, and people wanted to get in on the excitement. Jesus was there to do something more than make people curious, however: he was calling them to make a commitment.2 So Jesus turned around and told his followers—three times—that unless they met his strict criteria, they could never be his disciples. If people wanted to follow him, they had to hate their families (Luke 14:26), carry their crosses (Luke 14:27), and count the cost (Luke 14:28–33).


Jesus had given many generous invitations to come into his kingdom, but now he was making sure people knew how much it would cost them to enter: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26). Telling people to hate what they love is hardly the way to become more popular, and Jesus knew this demand would have exactly the opposite effect. Rather than increasing the number of his followers, such a confrontational statement would cause many of them to walk away. But Jesus was not looking for spectators; he was calling for recruits,3 and he knew that the only disciples who would go the distance with him were the ones who had counted the cost. 


What Jesus said about hating our families is hard to accept and often has been misunderstood. In his infamous diatribe against biblical Christianity, Joseph-Ernest Renan complained that here Jesus was “trampling under foot everything that is human—blood and love and country . . . despising the healthy limits of man’s nature . . . abolishing all natural ties.”4 Is that really what Jesus was doing?


We should not understand what Jesus said about hating our families and even our very own lives in any way that contradicts the rest of the teaching of Scripture. It cannot contradict the fifth commandment, which tells us to honor our fathers and mothers (Ex. 20:12)—a commandment that Jesus himself defended against the impieties of the Pharisees (Mark 7:9–13). Nor can it contradict Christ’s own command to love as he loved us (John 13:34), to love our neighbor as ourselves (Matt. 22:39), and even to love our enemies (Luke 6:27). More than anyone else, Jesus taught us to love.


So what does Jesus mean when he tells us to hate our families? According to Scottish theologian Thomas Boston, he means that “no man can be a true disciple of Christ, to whom Christ is not dearer than what is dearest to him in the world.”5 Here it is important to understand that the Bible sometimes uses the absolute language of hatred to express a comparative degree of affection. A notable example comes from the book of Genesis, where Jacob is said to have “loved Rachel more than Leah” (Gen. 29:30). Yet in the very next verse the Scripture says that “Leah was hated” (Gen. 29:31). To “hate” in this sense is to have a preferential affection. It is to love one thing more than another, so that if it comes down to a choice, there is no doubt as to which affection we will choose (cf. Matt. 6:24). To hate is “to give second place to, and if need be to let go, all else.”6


Love for Christ is the true disciple’s only ultimate loyalty. Here Jesus takes our dearest affections and says that he must mean more to us than anything else in the world. He must mean more to us than our daily work, however much time we give to it; more than our pleasures, however much we enjoy them; and more than life itself, however dearly we hold it. 


Jesus must also mean more to us than our own families, however much we love them. There are times when our love for our families can get in the way of our love for Jesus Christ. It does this when we let our parents discourage us from making a more complete commitment to Christ. It does this when a marriage turns inward instead of outward to serve others out of the strength of a godly partnership, or when we have an idolatrous attachment to our children and their activities, with little time left over to show mercy or share the gospel.


Jesus is not telling us to neglect the responsibility we have to care for our families (any more than he is telling us to loathe our own existence). Even when we “hate” our families in the biblical sense, we still have to love them. But Jesus is telling us not to let the claims that our families make on us interfere with the claims that he makes on us. Many temptations come with focusing on our family, and our love for Jesus must take precedence over everything else—even life itself.


For some Christians this will mean going against the family religion to be baptized as a believer in Jesus Christ, even if they are disowned. This is a trial new Christians face in many hard places of the world. For some it will merely mean resisting the subtle pressure to pursue worldly success. But whenever we face a choice between doing what our families want (or what we want) and what Jesus wants, our supreme affection must be for Christ alone. It is really only then that we are able to love our families in the right and best way—not for ourselves and our own benefit, but for God and his glory.


A true disciple “hates” his family, loving Jesus more than anything else he loves in this world. Unless Jesus is our highest affection, we cannot be his disciples.






 

CARRYING OUR CROSS

To show how serious he was about hating our very lives, Jesus gave a second criterion for true Christian discipleship: “Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:27). To follow Jesus is to carry our cross.


What did cross-bearing mean to the first disciples? Even before Jesus was crucified, they would have recognized the cross as a symbol of rejection, humiliation, and excruciating pain. Crucifixion was the most gruesome form of execution in the Roman world, a death penalty reserved for traitors, criminals, and slaves. To see a man carrying his cross was to see a man going to die the worst of all possible deaths.


The disciples knew this, but they did not yet understand that Jesus was going to die this kind of death. He had been trying to tell them, of course. He had told them that he would suffer many things, and that he would be rejected and killed (Luke 9:22; cf. 9:44). He had also told them that if they wanted to follow him, they would have to carry their crosses every day, laying their lives down for him (Luke 9:23–24). Jesus himself was walking in the way of the cross, and anyone who wanted to follow him would have to walk that way too, suffering for him. This was especially true for the first disciples, who suffered when Jesus died, and in most cases later died a suffering death for his sake.


Yet cross-bearing is for any and every disciple. This is the way we live and die for Jesus because it is the way that he lived and died for us. The very image of cross-bearing reminds us that we have given up any claim to our own lives, and are now prepared to face any kind of suffering, up to and including martyrdom. In the words of David Gooding, “A man carrying his own cross along the street of some ancient city was normally a condemned criminal or a defeated rebel sentenced to death, deprived of all rights and possessions, and on his way to execution. Everyone who claims forgiveness because Christ died as his substitute, thereby confesses himself as a sinner who has forfeited all his rights and everything except what the grace of Christ gives him.”7


Today it is not uncommon to hear people say, “Well, I guess that is just my cross to bear.” Usually people who say this are talking about some ongoing medical, financial, or relational burden they have to carry through life. But not all of our burdens are crosses in the biblical sense, and to talk this way may have the unintended effect of minimizing the Christian’s true cross. The New Testament scholar Norval Geldenhuys is emphatic on this point:


The general idea that these words of Jesus about “bearing the cross” refer to passive submission to all kinds of afflictions, like disappointments, pain, sickness and grief that come upon man in this life, is totally wrong. The people to whom Jesus spoke those words fully realized that He meant thereby that whosoever desires to follow Him must be willing to hate his own life and even to be crucified by the Roman authorities for the sake of his fidelity to Him.8





In other words, cross-bearing is a particular kind of suffering: it is the suffering we endure for the very reason that we are followers of Jesus Christ. Geldenhuys goes on to explain that taking up our cross “means the acceptance of all sacrifice, suffering, persecution experienced in the wholehearted following of Jesus, and not just ordinary suffering.”9 Cross-bearing therefore includes any form of persecution. Whenever we are disrespected at school, or disadvantaged at work, or disowned by our families because we take a strong stand for Christ, we are bearing his cross. Whenever we face the spiritual and other hardships that come with whatever ministry we are doing in the name of Christ, we are bearing his cross. We are also bearing his cross whenever we share the sufferings of others because we love them for Jesus’ sake.


Jesus says that unless we bear these kinds of crosses, we cannot be his disciples. The exclusion he makes is absolute because a cross-bearing disciple is the only kind of disciple there is. If we claim to follow Jesus Christ as Lord, then our lives must be patterned after the cross where he died for our sins. Therefore, the first question any would-be disciple needs to ask is, Am I willing to die with Jesus and for Jesus, just as he was willing to die on the cross for me? Because if I am not willing to die for Jesus, then I am not ready to live for him either—not in the way he calls me to live.


By way of analogy, consider the basic form of church architecture. At least until modern times, nearly all Christian churches were built in the shape of a cross, with a long central nave crossed by a transept. This cruciform pattern of architecture made an important theological and practical point: the church lives and worships within the cross. The Christian community is cruciform; it is cross-shaped. Because of our connection to Christ, our lives will be marked by the sufferings of the cross. 


This is the same pattern we follow in our own Christian experience. The life of discipleship is also cruciform. As we follow Christ, our lives are conformed to the pattern of Jesus and his sacrifice. Rather than living for ourselves, we lay down our lives for others, giving them our time, our help, our service, our sympathy, and our charity. Jesus has given his life for us; now we give our lives to him by serving in sacrificial love.


In their heart-pounding account of one of the battles that changed the course of the Vietnam War, retired Lieutenant General Harold Moore and journalist Joseph Galloway describe the death of a medic named Calvin Bouknight. Bouknight was running from one wounded soldier to another, administering first aid, when he was shot between the shoulder blades. His fellow soldiers carried him off the field of battle in a bloody poncho and laid him at the feet of his commanding officer. “I didn’t make it,” Bouknight said, knowing his wound was fatal. Then the authors add this comment: “The Scriptures say that there is no greater love than to lay down your life for your friends. This is what Calvin Bouknight did in that fire-filled jungle. He sheltered the wounded he was treating with his own body, his back to the enemy guns, completely vulnerable.”10


In the loving service and selfless death of Calvin Bouknight we catch a glimpse of the true form of Christian discipleship. Christianity is a Christ-like, cruciform way of life in which we die to ourselves and live for others.






 

RENOUNCING EVERYTHING YOU HAVE

It is very costly to follow Jesus in the true way of discipleship. It means releasing our claim on the things we love the most and carrying a cross of suffering and pain. We must count this cost very carefully. Jesus gives many warm and gracious invitations to come to him for salvation. Indeed, what Jesus says here about costly, cross-bearing discipleship follows immediately after his parable of the great banquet with its emphasis on the free and gracious offer of the gospel (see Luke 14:21–23). But before we decide to follow Jesus, we need to know exactly what we are getting into. Salvation by grace is free, but following him will cost us everything we have. Unless we count this cost before we begin to pay it, we will never reach the goal of our salvation. 


In order to help his disciples calculate the cost of following him, Jesus gave them two examples from daily life. His first example came from the building trade: “For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does not first sit down and count the cost, whether he has enough to complete it? Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who see it begin to mock him, saying, ‘This man began to build and was not able to finish’” (Luke 14:28–30).


There is no sense starting a project—especially a big project that requires a strong foundation, like a tower—unless one has the resources to finish it. I think of a half-finished house on Delancey Street in Philadelphia, just down the street from Tenth Presbyterian Church. The house was half-finished when I came to the church in 1995, and it was still only half-finished more than a decade later. Presumably the owner failed to count the cost. This often happens with construction projects: building costs are higher than expected, and unless the owner has made the necessary contingencies, the project may never get finished. Jesus wanted to make sure that we do not make the same mistake in the Christian life. It will cost us everything to follow him, so before we begin, we need to sit down and decide whether we can pay that price.


Jesus then took a second example from the ancient and expensive art of war: “Or what king, going out to encounter another king in war, will not sit down first and deliberate whether he is able with ten thousand to meet him who comes against him with twenty thousand? And if not, while the other is yet a great way off, he sends a delegation and asks for terms of peace” (Luke 14:31–32).


According to the famous military advice of Sun Tzu, a foolish general begins a battle hoping for a victory, whereas a wise general begins a battle already having secured it. This was the advice that Hannibal followed when he defeated superior Roman forces at Cannae in 216 B.C., and that Napoleon followed in his triumph over the Russians and the Austrians at Austerlitz in 1805. Those generals won their famous victories because they counted the cost before they went into battle. When the enemy forces are overwhelming, however, a wise general will not fight at all but instead negotiate the terms of peace. This is what Robert E. Lee did when he finally surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox. As General Lee counted the cost, he knew that his only wise course was to surrender. 


Like the parable of the unfinished tower, the parable of the two kings warns us to count the cost. Only this time what Jesus calls us to consider is not the cost of discipleship, but the cost of non-discipleship.11 Verse 31 encourages us to see things from the perspective of the weaker king, who is about to be invaded, and perhaps also to connect the stronger king with the person of God himself. Faced with the threat of a superior army, the weaker party should consider his resources carefully before deciding to defend himself. According to verse 32, he should also consider the consequences of inaction, and choose instead to sue for peace and settle terms with his opponent. Can we afford to follow Jesus? the first parable asks. To which the second parable offers a rejoinder: Can we afford not to?


Jesus calls us to do some careful reckoning before we decide to follow him. What he requires is nothing less than the total surrender of all that we are and have. “So therefore,” he said, “any one of you who does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). Here is a third statement of complete exclusion. Unless we “hate” our families, carry our crosses, and count the cost to renounce our right to everything we have, we cannot be his disciples. Here is how Joseph Fitzmyer translates verse 33: “Everyone one of you who does not say goodbye to all he has cannot be a disciple of mine.”12 A disciple who has renounced everything to follow Jesus is the only kind of disciple there is.


It may well be that Jesus will want us to keep some of what we have in order to use it for his glory. But if Jesus calls us to do it, we must be ready to give up anything and everything for him. This is what it means to count the cost. Every disciple


must relinquish all his possessions—not merely money and material things, but also his dear ones and everything that his heart clings to, yea, even his own life, his own desires, plans, ideals and interests. This does not mean that he must sell all his possessions or give away all his money or desert his dear ones and become a hermit or beggar or wanderer, but it means that he must give Christ full control over his whole life with everything that he is and all that he possesses, and that under His guidance and in His service he should deal with his possessions in the manner that is best.13





Have you counted the cost to follow Jesus? Many Christians give up precious little for Jesus, especially those of us who enjoy abundant material prosperity in the United States of America. How tempting it is to treat Christianity as a religious justification for doing what we already do, and how tempting it is to hold on to what we want in life and refuse to let God have it—our money, time, possessions, relationships, and ambitions, even the wounds we lick to nourish our self-pity. What are you clutching that is keeping you from following Jesus the way he demands to be followed? Jesus calls us to renounce everything for him, and then to receive back from him whatever he wants us to have. Once I have given Jesus my family, my life, and my all, what else is left? Only the life that Jesus wants me to have, the way he wants me to have it.


Know this: the Savior who calls us to do this is the very Savior who counted the cost of his own obedience. Jesus knew that he would be betrayed. He knew that he would suffer and die a God-forsaken death. Long before he ever went to the cross, Jesus had counted the cost and determined that he would pay it for our salvation. Jesus set his face toward Jerusalem (see Luke 9:51). He determined to continue on his way until he finished his work (see Luke 13:33)—which he did, to the agony of his body and soul. Now Jesus rightly calls us to imitate him in our discipleship, giving up everything to follow him. As the missionary Elizabeth Freeman wrote in the last letter she sent to her sister before being martyred by Muslims in 1857, “Should I be called to lay down my life, do not grieve, dear sister, that I came here, for most joyfully will I die for him who laid down His life for me.”14


One man who counted the cost of coming after Jesus was the great American theologian Jonathan Edwards. When Edwards was only nineteen years old, he made the following entry in his personal diary: “I have this day . . . been before God, and have given myself, all that I am and have to God; so that I am not, in any respect, my own. . . . I have given myself clear away, and have not retained any thing, as my own. . . . I have given every power to him, so that for the future, I’ll challenge no right to myself. . . . This, I have done; and I pray God, for the sake of Christ, . . . to receive me now, as entirely his own.”15






 

BEING WORTH OUR SALT

The personal dedication that Jonathan Edwards made to God is not extraordinary, but fits the normal, cruciform pattern of Christian discipleship. This is what it means to be a disciple of the Lord Jesus Christ: it means “hating” our family, carrying our cross, and renouncing everything for his dear sake. Since this is the only kind of disciple there is, if we do not do these things, we simply cannot be his disciples.


If we are not disciples of Jesus Christ, then we are of no spiritual use. This is the point of the miniparable that Jesus gave to close this discourse: “Salt is good, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored? It is of no use either for the soil or for the manure pile. It is thrown away. He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (Luke 14:34–35; cf. Matt. 5:13). Jesus used this expression when he wanted people to pay attention to something important. What is important here is that unless we follow Jesus in the true way of Christian discipleship, we are worthless to the kingdom of God—as worthless as salt that isn’t even salty.


Salt has many useful purposes. Unless it is salty, however, it is not good for anything at all. This is a surprising image because the very essence of salt is to be salty. How can salt possibly lose its taste, and still be salt? This could never happen to pure sodium chloride, of course, but it could happen to the kind of salt that Jesus used. When people “passed the salt” in those days, it was an impure chemical compound produced by the evaporation of saltwater from the Dead Sea—sodium chloride mixed with other crystals. Thus it was possible for the salt to leach out of the compound, and when this happened, what was left was completely useless.16 There was nothing that anyone could do with it; it was not even good enough to use for fertilizer.


What Jesus said about salt that isn’t salty can also be said of a disciple who is not really a disciple. In the same way that salt has to be salty in order to be salt, so also a disciple has to be a disciple in order to be a disciple! This means being a disciple in the biblical sense: a hating-your-family, carrying-your-cross, renouncing-everything-for-Jesus disciple. A disciple who does not love Jesus more than anything else he loves is not his disciple. A disciple who does not carry his cross in daily death to self is not his disciple. A disciple who does not give everything over to Jesus is not his disciple. However extreme this may sound, it is Jesus himself who says that unless we do these things, we cannot be his disciples. 


Be worth your salt in the kingdom of God. Live a life of useful Christian discipleship. Let your love for Jesus grow stronger, surpassing all other affections. Make self-renouncing sacrifices for the glory of God. Conform your life to the cruciform pattern of Christian discipleship.


If the cross is the only pattern for our discipleship, then every Christian has a cross-shaped life. Jesus tells us to count the cost of living this kind of life at the very beginning. Then he calls us to keep living it to the very end, so that when the time finally comes for us to die, we will be ready, because we have been laying down our lives for Jesus all life long.


A powerful witness to the cruciform life comes from the death of the Scottish Covenanter Hugh Mackail, who lived and died during the bloody 1660s, when many Presbyterians were put to death for their faith in Jesus Christ. Because Mackail steadfastly refused to reveal the names of his brothers and sisters in Christ, his captors subjected him to excruciating torture. They put his leg in an iron case; they set a wedge of iron against his knee; and when he refused to answer their demands, they repeatedly struck his leg with a heavy mallet until finally his leg shattered. Mackail said, “I protest solemnly in the sight of God; I can say no more, though all the joints in my body were in as great anguish as my leg.”17


Mackail’s leg would not be of use to him much longer, because soon he was sentenced to die. When he was executed, his dying words became the cry of many a martyr:


Now I leave off to speak any more to creatures, and turn my speech to Thee, O Lord. Now I begin my intercourse with God, which shall never be broken off. Farewell, father and mother, friends and relations! Farewell, the world and all delights! Farewell meat and drink! Farewell, sun, moon, and stars! Welcome, God and Father! Welcome, sweet Lord Jesus, the Mediator of the new covenant! Welcome, blessed Spirit of grace, God of all consolation! Welcome, glory! Welcome, eternal life! Welcome, death!18





When the time came for Mackail to die, he was ready to give up everything he loved for the love of Jesus. He was ready because he had counted the cost of Christian discipleship when he first came to Christ.


If you could see Hugh Mackail now, in all his glory, you would know that it was well worth whatever price he paid. Lord willing, you will not have to die the way Mackail died. But if you want to have eternal life in Christ, you must live the way that he lived, because Jesus says, “Whoever does not hate his own life, whoever does not bear his own cross, and whoever does not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple.”
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 THE LOST SHEEP

Luke 15:1–7


“What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one that is lost, until he finds it?” (Luke 15:4)


It was a marvelous moment of spiritual insight. As the shepherd went about his daily work of tending sheep, and as he reflected on his relationship with God, he suddenly realized that there was a vital connection. The loving care that he gave his sheep was like the loving care he received from his God. So David began his most famous psalm: “The LORD is my shepherd” (Ps. 23:1). From there David proceeded to list all the things his shepherd did for him: laying him down in green pastures, leading him beside still waters, restoring his soul, walking with him through death’s valley, anointing his head with soothing oil, and filling his cup with overflowing joy.


The shepherd from David’s psalm became part of Israel’s working definition of God. Whenever people needed help, they looked to their shepherd for salvation. This is how they prayed in times of trouble: “Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who lead Joseph like a flock! . . . . Restore us, O God; . . . that we may be saved!” (Ps. 80:1, 3).


This great truth—that God is a good shepherd—was further developed by the prophets. Isaiah emphasized God’s loving care for his littlest sheep: “He will tend his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms; he will carry them in his bosom” (Isa. 40:11). But some of the prophets also pointed out a problem. God had entrusted the work of his shepherding care to the spiritual leaders of his people, but they were not always good shepherds. Jeremiah accused them of scattering God’s flock (Jer. 23:2). Ezekiel’s condemnation was even harsher: “The weak you have not strengthened, the sick you have not healed, the injured you have not bound up, the strayed you have not brought back. . . . My sheep were scattered over all the face of the earth, with none to search or seek for them” (Ezek. 34:4, 6).


According to the prophets, God’s sheep were lost. But the prophets also saw the solution to this problem: the Good Shepherd himself would come to seek and to save his people. So Ezekiel gave people this message from God: “I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them out. As a shepherd seeks out his flock when he is among his sheep that have been scattered, so will I seek out my sheep, and I will rescue them from all places where they have been scattered” (Ezek. 34:11–12). Jeremiah made a similar promise, and said that Israel’s saving shepherd would be the son of David (see Jer. 23:3, 5).






 

THREE PARABLES IN ONE

What the Scripture said about shepherds was familiar to anyone who knew the Old Testament. It certainly would have been familiar to the scribes and Pharisees who made trouble for Jesus in his earthly ministry. These men claimed that the Lord was their shepherd and considered themselves to be the spiritual shepherds of Israel, yet they failed to recognize Jesus as the answer to God’s promise to come and save his people. Nor did they see themselves as part of the problem.


Rather than searching for the lost sheep of Israel, the scribes and Pharisees misled them. Thus they were deeply offended when they saw Jesus associating with people who did not keep God’s law the way they did, including people who were not even religious at all. This was typical of Jesus: he always seemed to attract religious outsiders, which is one of the main reasons that religious insiders complained about his ministry. Luke tells us, “Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him. And the Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, ‘This man receives sinners and eats with them’” (Luke 15:1–2). 


In those days tax collectors were social and spiritual outcasts. Because they were part of the Roman bureaucracy, and because they collected money from fellow Israelites, they were considered traitors to the people of God. The word “sinners” was a catchall for people who had a notorious reputation for bad behavior—thieves, drunkards, prostitutes, and anyone else who refused to conform to the holy habits of the religious community. Sinners and the tax collectors were people who almost never went to worship and never seemed to have any interest in following God.


Members of the religious establishment stayed as far away from such people as they could, believing that any contact would contaminate them. As far as the scribes and Pharisees were concerned, sinners and tax collectors were outside of Israel, outside of the faith, and outside of God. People in the church sometimes have the same attitude today, despising people who do not meet their standards for holy living.


As far as Jesus was concerned, however, their sorry condition was exactly the point! These outcasts were the lost sheep of Israel—the very people that Israel’s shepherds were supposed to rescue, and the very people that he himself had come to save. Therefore, sinners and tax collectors were just the people that Jesus ought to be eating with. Here is how Kenneth Bailey summarizes the response that Jesus gave his critics:


You wonder why I receive sinners and eat with them? I do so because in my person God is fulfilling his great promise hinted at in David’s shepherd psalm and spelled out clearly in Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Through those prophets he pledged himself to come in person and round up the lost sheep. He also pledged himself to rescue the flock from the shepherds who destroy them. This is who I am, and this is why I do what I do.1





Jesus did not say this directly, of course; he said it by telling a story. But in telling this story Jesus identified himself as the Good Shepherd who saves the lost sheep.


The story of the lost sheep is the first part of a longer parable that is really three stories in one. When the scribes and the Pharisees started to grumble, Jesus “told them this parable” (Luke 15:3). What follows is a discourse that runs all the way to the end of chapter 15 and includes not only the story of the lost sheep, but also the story of the lost coin and the story of the lost son. So we might have expected Luke to use the plural: “these parables.” Instead, he says that Jesus told them “this parable.”


All three stories have the same theme and make the same basic point. In each story something lost is found, and then people celebrate. According to Michael Wilcock, “the plain meaning of the chapter is that just as there is joy when any shepherd or any housewife or any father recovers a loss, so there is joy in heaven when a sinner is reunited with God.”2 This three-in-one parable is about the joy of God in finding what is lost—a joy that we will share only if we have the heart that Jesus has for lost and dying sinners.


The first story in the parable is about finding a lost sheep. It is told in three episodes: First, there is the shepherd’s quest (Luke 15:4); this shows the patient endurance of the shepherd as he seeks until he finds. Second, there is the shepherd’s burden (Luke 15:5), which shows his gentle strength in shouldering a heavy load. Third, there is the shepherd’s celebration (Luke 15:6); this shows the shepherd’s exuberant joy as he rejoices in the salvation of his sheep. This is followed by a practical conclusion, in which Jesus invites us to share in his joy—both for our own repentance and for the repentance of other lost sinners who are coming to Christ.






 

THE SHEPHERD’S QUEST

The shepherd’s quest began when he discovered that one of his sheep was missing: “What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one that is lost, until he finds it?” (Luke 15:4).


A man with a hundred sheep was doing rather well financially. He could probably afford to lose a sheep or two: losing one out of a hundred is no great loss. But letting sheep stray is bad business practice, so he did what any good shepherd would do. He left the rest of his flock behind—presumably under the care of some helper or friend—and went out to look for his lost sheep. 


By the time the shepherd began his quest, the sheep was already in a dangerous situation. Sheep are too disoriented to find their way home, and as soon as they stray, they are defenseless against almost any danger. Sooner or later a lost sheep will fall from a precipice, or die of starvation, or get torn apart by a wild beast. Sheep do not adapt to the wild. When they wander, they can only wait to be rescued.


What a picture this is of our own spiritual condition! Apart from Christ, we are lost in the rocky wilderness. Wandering in the wasteland, we fall into sin and starve for lack of spiritual food. To our terror, Satan is roaring like a wild beast to devour us. We cannot find our way back to God on our own; all we can do is to wait for Jesus to come and find us. If he does not save us, we will surely be destroyed.


How different this was from what most of the old Jewish rabbis taught about sin and grace.3 According to their understanding of salvation, a sinner had to turn back to God first. It was his act of repentance that would restore God’s favor. In other words, if a sheep wanted to come under the care of the shepherd, it had to find its way back to the fold. Many people think the same way today. They know they are lost and hope that God will still accept them, but they imagine that they have to find their way back on their own. God will not come to them; they must go to him.


The Bible does tell us to seek after God, of course. But here Jesus bears witness to God’s saving initiative in grace. Like the shepherd in the story, God “goes after” his sheep (Luke 15:4). When we are lost, when we have wandered on the far hills of disobedience, when we are alone and afraid, when we are wounded and weak, when we are defenseless against our enemies, when we are unable to save ourselves—it is just then that Jesus comes to rescue us.


I say “Jesus” because this is really his story. One of the central themes of Luke’s Gospel is that Jesus came “to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). Here Jesus compares that seeking and saving work to a shepherd’s quest for his lost sheep. Jesus is the Good Shepherd who travels the wild terrain, climbs the steep hill, goes down into the rocky ravine, and braves every danger to find his lost sheep. Rest assured, he will keep looking until he finds what he is looking for. As we see from the end of verse 4, the good shepherd will not stop searching until he has achieved the goal of his quest. With patient endurance, he seeks until he finds. 


As much as we admire the shepherd in this story, what Jesus has done for us is even more remarkable. The sheep that he seeks were lost through no fault of his own. Nevertheless, he takes the responsibility to find them. This is an extraordinary condescension. Ordinarily a man wealthy enough to have a hundred sheep would send someone else to find them. According to Kenneth Bailey, “Shepherds in the Middle East are poor men, clothed in simple dress, who wander in privation over the countryside. No educated man would spend his days tramping over the wilderness for any purpose.”4 But Jesus humbly came to seek the lost, taking on the poor dress of our humanity so that he could bring us back to the fold of God.


Nor was it only one sheep out of a hundred that Jesus came to find. He must track down every last sheep, because the whole flock is lost. As the Scripture says, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way” (Isa. 53:6). There is not one single sheep that started out in God’s fold and stayed there. We are all lost! Therefore, Jesus has a quest that is a hundred, a million, or even a billion times harder to fulfill. But he will do it. He will fulfill God’s ancient promise: “I myself will search for my sheep and will seek them out” (Ezek. 34:11).


What hope this gives to anyone who is lost in the spiritual wilderness, has wandered away from God, or has been wounded by this fallen world. Jesus is seeking to come and rescue you. What security this gives to all the sheep he has already found. People sometimes think that the shepherd’s quest is mainly important for the sheep that is lost. After all, he is the one who is in the most danger. But unless the Good Shepherd is willing to go out and find that one little sheep, the rest of the flock will live in mortal fear. They are only sheep, after all, so there is always the danger that they might stray, and what will become of them then? To quote again from Kenneth Bailey, “It is the shepherd’s willingness to go after the one that gives the ninety-nine their real security. If the one is sacrificed in the name of the larger good of the group, then each individual in the group is insecure. He knows that he too is of little value. If lost, he will be left to die. When the shepherd pays a high price to find the one, he thereby offers the profoundest security to the many.”5


In his preaching on this parable, Charles Spurgeon imagined the Good Shepherd going out and finding his sheep in a dark glen on the mountainside. But before Jesus can bring them home, Satan tries to stop him. First the devil tries to say that because the sheep are in the wilderness they belong to him and not to Jesus. But Jesus shows Satan that the sheep have been marked with his blood and therefore they belong to him. Then the devil tries to wrestle with Jesus in open spiritual combat, but he is defeated. Next Satan gives up most of the sheep while keeping some of them for himself, but of course Jesus refuses to fall for this trick. Finally, when Jesus insists that all the sheep must come with him, Satan tries to keep one little lamb for himself. “This is such a little one,” he says. “This is so weak. Thou wouldst not have such a shriveled, scabby one as this in thy bright flock, thou fair Shepherd of God.” But Jesus says, “Sooner than lose one of them I will die again, and shed my blood once more to buy it back. All that my Father gave me I will have.”6


All God’s sheep will be rescued; none will be left behind; every last suffering, straying believer will be carried home to God. “Shriveled and scabby” we may be, but once we are in God’s flock we belong to him forever. One of the major questions many people have is whether or not anyone will be there for them in the end. The answer Jesus gives is that he will never give up on us or let us go.






 

THE SHEPHERD’S BURDEN

It is one thing to find a lost sheep, but another thing entirely to bring it back home. No sooner has the shepherd fulfilled his quest than he must begin to shoulder his burden: “And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders” (Luke 15:5). Here we see the shepherd’s heavy burden, and his gentle strength to carry it.


It is not hard to picture the scene. Once he found his lost sheep, the shepherd draped it around his neck, firmly grasped its four legs together in front of him, and started his long trek home. Here is a relationship of astonishing intimacy. The shepherd can feel the weight and the warmth of his sheep—the rise and fall of its breathing, the beating of its heart. The sheep is close enough to nuzzle the shepherd’s face. Exhausted by its struggle in the wilderness and too weak to walk back home, the sheep has found safety and security in its shepherd’s arms.


This glad image captured the heart of the early church. The earliest Christian statue still in existence—a statue which may have come from the catacombs and is still in Rome at the Lateran Museum—depicts a shepherd carrying a sheep on his shoulders.7 It must have been a comforting image for the persecuted church: although they were wounded and weak, their Good Shepherd would lift them up and carry them home.


This was no easy burden. A full-grown sheep weighs more than a hundred pounds. It took a good measure of physical strength to carry a sheep back to the fold, especially if it had wandered far into the wilderness, but the shepherd was able and willing to bear that burden. What comfort this gives to all his sheep! Weary and worn, we do not have the strength to go home. Nevertheless, we are lifted up by mighty arms and gently carried back to the fold. The ancient hymn writer Prudentius put this comforting truth into verse:


When one ailing sheep lags behind the others
 And loses itself in the sylvan mazes,
 Tearing its white fleece on the thorns and briers,
 Sharp in the brambles,





Unwearied the Shepherd, that lost one seeking,
 Drives away the wolves and on his strong shoulders
 Brings it home again to the fold’s safekeeping,
 Healed and unsullied.8







Here we see the answer to a prayer of David: “Oh, save your people and bless your heritage! Be their shepherd and carry them forever” (Ps. 28:9). We also see the fulfillment of Ezekiel’s ancient promise: “I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak” (Ezek. 34:16). This prayer is answered—this promise is fulfilled—in the shepherding ministry of Jesus Christ. With gentle strength, he carries the shepherd’s burden.


Consider how heavy a burden Jesus has shouldered for our salvation. Even as he taught this parable, Jesus was getting ready to do the heavy lifting of redemption. It was not just one little lamb he needed to carry, but every last sheep in God’s flock. The place he needed to carry us was to the cross. When the German Reformer Philipp Melanchthon taught this parable, he said that interwoven into the text “is a sweet signification of the passion of Christ: He places upon his shoulders the sheep He has found, that is, He transfers to himself the burden of us.”9


What a killing burden this was! When Jesus lifted us up, the burden he had to bear was the dead weight of our sin—the sin that killed him on the cross. Earlier we noted Isaiah’s prophecy: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way.” The verse ends by telling what it would take for our Savior to rescue us and redeem us: “the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isa. 53:6). In other words, the Savior had to do something more than simply bring the sheep home; he also had to suffer the punishment for their sin. Then Isaiah proceeds to describe the agonies of the crucifixion, when our Savior “poured out his soul to death . . . and bore the sin of many” (Isa. 53:12).


Jesus did not come simply to lift us up in the troubles of life (although we can praise God that he does lift us up), but mainly to bear the weight of our sin, and to do so by dying in our place on the cross. He is the Good Shepherd who laid down his life for his sheep (see John 10:11). In the words of the apostle Peter, “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls” (1 Peter 2:24–25).


Return to the Shepherd of your soul. Know Jesus as your Savior. Ask him to bear the deadly weight of your sin. “Let us rejoice,” wrote the venerable Ambrose, “that the sheep that had strayed in Adam is lifted on Christ. The shoulders of Christ are the arms of the cross. There, I laid down my sins. I rested on the neck of that noble yoke.”10 Every lost sinner who rests on the crucified Christ will be carried home safe to God. 






 

THE SHEPHERD’S CELEBRATION

A shepherd has great joy in finding lost sheep and bringing them back home. Having completed his quest and carried his burden, he starts to celebrate, although in fact the celebration may begin while he is still in the wilderness. Jesus said that when the good shepherd finds his sheep, he “lays it on his shoulders, rejoicing” (Luke 15:5). He is so overjoyed to find the lost sheep that he goes singing all the way home.


Here we catch a glimpse of the joy that Jesus has in bringing us to God. Even our great joy in being saved does not surpass the joy that he has in saving us. The Bible says that “for the joy that was set before him” Jesus “endured the cross, despising the shame” (Heb. 12:2). Having suffered the agony of crucifixion, his joy is to come and find lost sinners who are still wandering in the spiritual wilderness. His joy is to save us by the preaching of his gospel, to send us the Holy Spirit, and to welcome us home to his Father. No one enjoys the salvation of a sinner any more than Jesus does! So when we tell him how grateful we are that he saved us, he can truly say, “It was my pleasure.”


The joy of Jesus is infectious, as we see from the parable. When the shepherd “comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost’” (Luke 15:6). So great is the shepherd’s joy that he cannot help but share it. As he comes home in triumph, with the spoils of victory draped around his neck, he shouts to the first person he sees. Then the whole community gathers for a spontaneous celebration.


This exuberant joy is well illustrated by Mick Inkpen in a children’s book called The Lost Sheep,11 a contemporary retelling of the biblical parable. When at last the shepherd returns home with his lost sheep, the other members of the flock are euphoric. Indeed, they are absolutely the happiest sheep that anyone has ever seen. They smile big toothy grins, raise their hooves in triumph, and then celebrate with balloons, streamers, and noisemakers. Needless to say, the illustrator has taken a few liberties with the biblical text! Nevertheless, he has captured the right mood. The keynote of this biblical story is joy—the joy of God in finding what is lost. 


What a joy it is when Jesus finds a lost sinner! For someone to repent of sin and trust in Christ is the greatest joy in life. In the week this chapter was written, I heard about a little boy who prayed to receive Jesus as his Savior and Lord, a young couple who came to Christ as they were preparing for marriage, and an Indian man who was saved out of a Muslim family and wants to reach street children with the love of Christ. How happy they are! They have the great joy of knowing for sure that all their sins are forgiven, that God accepts them as beloved children, and that Jesus will keep them safe for all eternity.






 

SHARING THE SHEPHERD’S JOY

Jesus brings the first part of his triple parable to a practical conclusion by inviting everyone to share his joy: “Just so,” Jesus tells us, “there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance” (Luke 15:7).


It is just possible that Jesus was making a serious comparison here. Perhaps it could be said that there are some people who do not need to repent—at least not for the first time—because they have already asked God to forgive all their sins. In that case, Jesus was saying that although heaven always rejoices in the righteous, it rings with even greater joy any time a sinner comes to Christ.


What seems more likely, however, is that Jesus was speaking ironically. Think about it: Who is ever so righteous that he has no need to repent? No one is! The Scripture says that we have all gone astray, that no one is righteous, “not even one” (Rom. 3:12). So when Jesus talked about “righteous persons who need no repentance,” he was taking a sharp jab at the Pharisees, who were so sure of their own righteousness that they did not even think they needed to repent. Sadly, their spiritual pride kept them from finding any joy in repentance, which is precisely why Jesus told them this parable—a parable that must have made them furious. 


The scribes and Pharisees were grumbling when they should have been rejoicing. Jesus wanted them to celebrate the work he was doing to save the lost sheep of Israel, but all they wanted to do was criticize. Instead of complaining about Jesus, they actually should have been helping him. After all, if they had been doing the kind of shepherding work they were supposed to be doing, the lost sheep of Israel probably would not be lost in the first place. In fact, by beginning his parable with the words “what man of you” (Luke 15:4), Jesus was practically inviting them to share in his shepherding work. Yet these men were so far out of sympathy with Jesus that they had no joy in finding what was lost. They did not think anyone else was worthy to be saved. Although they did not realize it, they themselves were like the sheep in verse 4 that the shepherd left behind in the open country! They were still in the wilderness; they had not yet come home to God.


Jesus wants us to share the joy that he has in finding the lost. We share our shepherd’s joy when we admit that we have gone astray and need him to come and find us. We share his joy when we accept being found and ask him to carry us back home, and even more when we celebrate our salvation.


Then, once we are saved, we share the shepherd’s joy by having his heart for lost sheep (especially if God has called us to serve as shepherds in the work of pastoral ministry). We share his joy by joining his quest to seek and to save people who are lost spiritually. This means having compassion on their condition—not blaming them for their problems, but seeing their spiritual need. It means loving them and praying for them until they trust in Christ—not leaving them to find their way into the fold (which lost sheep can never do), but going after them with the gospel. It also means shouldering the heavy burden of servant ministry—not complaining about all the trouble we have with people who need to know Christ, but asking Jesus for the strength to keep on caring.


How easy it is to be as cynical as the scribes, thinking that some people are beyond redemption, and not wanting to get involved with their problems. How hard it is to be as compassionate as Christ, searching and searching for sinners until they get saved. But if we are friends with the Good Shepherd, we will learn his patience in the looking and share his joy in the finding.
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 THE LOST COIN

Luke 15:8–10


“Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently until she finds it?” (Luke 15:8)


The Pharisees we meet in the Gospels were wrong about many things, including God’s requirements for salvation and their own righteousness, and wrong about the true identity of Jesus Christ. But at least they were right about this: Jesus was a man who welcomed sinners. We know this because they said, “This man receives sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2).


This is one of the best summaries of Jesus’ ministry anywhere in the Gospels. How ironic that it comes from the scribes and the Pharisees, who were speaking more truly than they even knew! To “receive” people in the biblical sense of the word (Gk. prosdechomai) was to welcome them into fellowship, to accept them and associate with them. In that culture, one of the most tangible ways to establish this kind of friendship was to share a meal. “To invite a man to a meal,” writes one scholar, “was an offer of peace, trust, brotherhood, and forgiveness; in short, sharing a table meant sharing life.”1


This is the very essence of salvation: God the Son sharing his life with us. Remarkably, he shares his life with sinners. Some Bible translations put the word “sinners” in quotes, as if to indicate that somehow this was the wrong word for the Pharisees to use. But these people were sinners; this was just the word for them. They were reprobates. They were liars and cheats, lechers and lawbreakers, swindlers and thieves. In the words of John Chrysostom, “The tax-gatherer is the personification of licensed violence, of legal sin, of specious greed.”2 Yet Jesus welcomed these people into his fellowship. He even ate with them—not as a duty of philanthropy, but because he had mercy on people who were lost in their sins.






 

AT THE TABLE WITH JESUS

Jesus Christ is the friend of sinners. If you know that you are a sinner, then this is the best of all possible news, because it means that there is still hope. Despite the fact that we have fallen into sin—doing things we should never do, as well as not doing things that we really should do, and therefore deserving the wrath and curse of God—Jesus is ready to receive us. He wants to welcome us. If we come to him—even after everything we have done wrong—he will take us to himself. This ought to make what the Pharisees said one of the most joyful statements in Scripture: “This man receives sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2). Praise God!


The Pharisees did not say this with joyful praise, however. This is one of those times when you have to know how somebody said something to know what they really meant. Here Luke uses the little word “grumbled” to indicate what tone of voice the Pharisees used. The Greek version of the Old Testament used the same word to describe the way the children of Israel grumbled in the wilderness (e.g., Ex. 15:24). It expresses a strong undercurrent of discontent. When the Pharisees saw that Jesus was eating with sinners, they complained about it bitterly. Rather than making their remark with admiration, they made it with condemnation.


Jesus hardly could have done anything to give these men greater offense than to eat with sinners. A man is known by the company he keeps, and thus the Pharisees were shocked to see that Jesus preferred “the society of notorious sinners to their own irreproachable manners and decorous conversation. . . . They could not understand why a teacher of holy life, instead of frowning upon the notoriously profligate, should show a preference for their society.”3 As far as they were concerned, this could only mean that Jesus was guilty of moral laxity. He was not taking sin seriously enough, but going soft on depravity. The Pharisees believed that to eat with people who were known for loose living was to condone their immoral behavior. “Let not a man associate with the wicked,” the rabbis said, “not even to bring him to the law.”4 Jesus broke this tradition every time he sat down to eat dinner with sinners (which he did, of course, any time he ate with anyone at all, including the Pharisees!). To associate with people of low moral character was to give them public recognition. Thus the Pharisees accused Jesus of sharing in unrighteousness. 


What the Pharisees saw as a problem was actually the solution! The very thing they criticized was the very thing Jesus had come to do. He had come to make sinners holy for God, and sharing table fellowship was part of his plan. It is only in being received by Jesus that anyone can ever be saved. How can Jesus help us unless he has a relationship with us? In that culture—and perhaps in any culture—having a relationship meant sharing a meal. So Jesus ate with sinners.


Rather than getting grumpy about this, the Pharisees should have been rejoicing. If they had, then the rest of what Jesus said in this chapter would not even be necessary. Replace the word “grumbled” with “rejoiced” in verse 2 and you get rid of everything that follows. But the Pharisees were grumbling, and therefore Jesus taught them a three-part parable about sharing God’s joy in finding what is lost.






 

WHAT WOMAN . . . ?

In the first part of this triple parable, a shepherd finds a lost sheep and brings it back home, rejoicing. In the third part of the parable, a father runs to embrace his long-lost son. In between those two famous parables Jesus told a story about a housewife who found her missing money: “Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek diligently until she finds it? And when she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:8–10). 


The first lesson this story teaches is that Jesus cares as much about women as he cares about men. Although at first this may seem like an insignificant detail, Jesus begins by talking about a woman. He could just as well have told this story about a man, of course. In fact, one of the old Jewish rabbis told a somewhat similar story about a man who lost a little coin and then looked for it until he found it. The rabbi then compared the man’s careful search process to the way faithful Jews should look for hidden treasure in the Torah.5


Jesus could have told his story about a man, too, but instead he chose to tell it about a woman. He did this despite the fact that he was speaking most directly to a group of men—the scribes and the Pharisees. There must have been women in the audience too, as there almost always were. In chapter 8 Luke told us that as Jesus went from place to place a large group of women went with him (Luke 8:1–3). These women were devoted to Jesus’ teaching. They wanted to hear everything he said, and on this occasion he told a story that touched the world of their experience—the story of a poor woman at home who lost one of her only coins.


As far as we know, this is something the rabbis never did: set the story of a woman side by side with the story of a man.6 First Jesus told a story about a man who went out into the wilderness to look for his sheep; then he told a story about a woman who swept her floor to look for her coin. By putting the story of a woman next to the story of a man, Jesus was reaching his whole audience.


This may still seem insignificant, but consider how many times something like this happens in the Gospel of Luke. Two miracles are performed, two stories are told, or two examples are given, and one of them relates specifically to women. First Jesus healed a centurion’s servant (Luke 7:1–10); then he raised a widow’s son (Luke 7:11–17). Jesus told two parables about how God answers prayer: one is the friend at midnight—a story about the man of the house (Luke 11:5–13), but the other is the story of the persistent widow (Luke 18:1–8). In teaching about the sign of Jonah, Jesus used two examples from the Old Testament: the men of Nineveh and the Queen of the South (Luke 11:29–32). Jesus performed two miracles on the Sabbath: one was the woman with the disabling spirit (Luke 13:10–17), while the other was the man with dropsy (Luke 14:1–6). In describing the people that he saved, Jesus called one of them “a daughter of Abraham” (Luke 13:16) and the other “a son of Abraham” (Luke 19:9). Jesus told two parables about the kingdom of God. The first story was about a man working in his garden to sow a mustard seed (Luke 13:18–19); the second was about a woman working in the kitchen to mix leaven in with her dough (Luke 13:20–21). Similarly, in his teaching about the coming of the Son of Man, Jesus used examples of men working in the fields and women grinding out their grain (Luke 17:34–36). 


Can you see what Jesus was doing? In contrast to the other preachers of his day, he wanted to teach women as much as men. To do that effectively, he made a point of using examples that related to their life experience. According to Luke, Jesus Christ is not a male chauvinist: his ministry, his gospel, his teaching, and his theology are explicitly for women.


There is more, because the woman in this parable represents the character of God himself. As she looks for her lost coin, and as she rejoices in finding it, she shows us the joy that God has in finding lost sinners. This is a connection people sometimes miss. It is easy to see that the shepherd who finds his lost sheep must be God the Son, who said, “I am the good shepherd” (John 10:14). It is also easy to see that the father who finds his lost son must be God the Father. But if these three stories are parallel, then in some way the woman who finds her lost coin must also represent God.


Going back to the early church fathers, many Christians have thought that this woman represents the Holy Spirit—an interpretation that seems to fit with the other stories in the parable. If the first story is about Jesus the Good Shepherd and the third story is about God the loving Father, then it would make good sense for the middle story to show us the Holy Spirit. There may even be a specific point of connection in the story, because in order to find her coin, the woman had to light her lamp. Perhaps this refers to the work of the Spirit in lighting our way to God.


Admittedly, this interpretation seems somewhat speculative. But whether the woman in the parable stands for the Spirit or not, she certainly shows us something about God. This is not to say that God is a woman. (He is not a man, either; God does not have a gender, although most commonly he uses masculine terms to reveal himself to us as the Father and the Son.) But from time to time—on rare occasions—God compares his attitudes and actions to the love of a woman. For example, speaking through the prophet Isaiah, God said, “As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you” (Isa. 66:13). To help us understand the comfort of his compassion, God says that his love is like a mother’s affection for her only son. Here in Luke, Jesus tells us that the love of God pursues us the way a poor woman pursues a lost coin.


God is not embarrassed to make this kind of comparison. The women he made in his image are able to reflect his grace, as Jesus showed throughout his earthly ministry. Jesus cared for the women in his life in a way that elevated their sense of dignity. Therefore anyone who treats women with disrespect, or fails to prize their gifts, or dismisses their capacity to learn sound theology, or puts them down in any way does not have the love of Christ, who cares about women as much as he cares about men.






 

AS PRECIOUS AS SILVER

The story of the lost coin also teaches how precious we are to God. Notice that there is a progression in the larger parable. The lost sheep was only one out of a hundred. The lost coin is one of out ten. The lost son will be one out of two (although really both sons were lost, as we shall see). Needless to say, a coin cannot possibly compare with the precious life of a son, but since it is one out of ten, it would seem to be more precious than the sheep—at least as far as the ratio is concerned.


The coin was certainly precious to the woman, who we may infer was very poor. The coin she lost was a drachma, which in those days was roughly equivalent to a full day’s wage for a common laborer. It is hard to work out an exact equivalent, and it depends on what kind of work a person does, of course, but it would amount to perhaps a hundred dollars in today’s economy.


Needless to say, anyone who dropped a hundred dollar bill would take the trouble to look for it, especially someone living below the poverty line. Although the parable does not give us any other details about the woman’s financial situation, ten coins may well have represented her life savings, and therefore she would have guarded them with her life. According to custom, in those days a housewife would have kept her money in a chain around her neck, or else tied them up in a little rag. When she discovered that one of her coins was missing, she would have done anything to get it back. Her coin was too precious to lose; it had to be found.


The value this woman placed on her lost coin shows the great love that God has for lost sinners. We are as precious to him as silver—an analogy that works at several levels. To begin with, the relationship between the woman and her coin was that of ownership. Even when it was lost, the coin still belonged to her. In the same way, each of us belongs to God. Even if we have fallen away, and even if we never acknowledge him, we still belong to him by virtue of the fact that he made us. So when we finally come to God in repentance, through faith in Jesus Christ, God is getting back his own.


Another point of comparison—not mentioned explicitly in the parable, but illustrated by its central image—is that like the coin, we bear a royal likeness. At the time of Christ, coins generally bore the imprint of the Caesar in Rome. Since we are made in the image of our King, we too have been stamped with his likeness. Furthermore, silver is a metal that remains precious even after it tarnishes. Unless it is kept polished, silver will darken with time; nevertheless, it retains its value. This is our situation exactly. We were made precious when God fashioned us in his own image, giving us a dignity that surpasses all the other creatures. Sadly, our race has fallen into sin and is now darkened by all the sins of our depravity. Nevertheless, we are still valuable to God. Even in our lost and fallen condition, he considers us his prized possession.


Know for sure that we are precious to God. Now that Jesus has paid the price for our redemption by bleeding and dying for our sins on the cross, we are more precious to God than ever. Do not wonder whether or not your life is even worth living. Do not feel forgotten. Do not doubt that God loves you. The story of the lost coin shows that God loves each one of us as if there were only one of us to love. Even when we are lost, we are still precious to God and will be useful to him when he finds us.






 

LOST!

This story also teaches that until God does find us, we are helplessly lost. A lost coin is certain to stay lost until it is found. We are in the same situation spiritually, for we cannot find ourselves. Once we are lost, we will stay lost until we are found by God.


Each of the stories in this triple parable has to do with something that is lost: a lost sheep, a lost coin, a lost son. But notice that each of these things gets lost in a different way, so that together these stories give us a full picture of what it means to be lost. The sheep simply wandered away from its shepherd. Heedless of danger, it followed its own instincts and appetites. The same thing happens to us when we go off and pursue our own pleasures: we end up far away from God, and whether we realize it or not, our souls are in mortal danger. As we shall see, the son got lost by his own deliberate will. He chose to walk down the path of rebellion, and when he discovered that he was lost, he knew that he had no one to blame but himself. Yet the coin was lost through no apparent fault of its own. It slipped between the woman’s fingers, or fell out of her purse, or got knocked off the table, and then it was truly lost.


When we use this parable as an illustration of our own spiritual experience, we have to admit that what happened to the coin is never the whole story for us. We can never say that we got lost through no fault of our own. We are like the sheep that wandered away, or like the son who turned his back on his father and went to live in a far country. Yet, we may well be able to say that what happened to the coin is part of our story. The hard circumstances of our lives conspired to keep us away from God. Maybe no one took us to church when we were children, or taught us what the Bible says about salvation. Or maybe people sinned against us, and this only drove us further into sin. But however it happened, the reality is that we are as helplessly lost as a silver coin that has fallen from a woman’s purse and rolled into a forgotten corner of her home.


Now, despite our intrinsic value, we are useless to God. We do not have a faith relationship with Jesus Christ, and therefore we do not praise him, have not loved him, and will not serve him. This is what it means to be lost. “Like a coin that is lost,” writes Richard Phillips, “sinners lie unused and unseen, no longer contributing the value for which they were fashioned, while God’s image with which they were stamped is increasingly tarnished and covered with the dust of sinful living.”7


Are you able to identify with that coin? Do you know what it means to be lost spiritually? What makes the situation so completely helpless is that coins cannot find themselves. A lost coin is hardly able to leap off the floor, land on the table, and roll back into its owner’s money bag! This is why the woman made such a diligent search: a coin will stay lost until it is found.


This illustrates our own spiritual situation until we are found by Christ: we will stay helplessly lost until Jesus comes to find us. Michael Wilcock describes this part of the parable as a story about “the finding of that which cannot help itself.” He explains:


The coin is lifeless, it cannot move, it can certainly not find its own way back like the son, it cannot even bleat for help like the sheep. Of course in some senses lost mankind is not, like the silver coin, inanimate. But spiritually—from the point of view of the Spirit—it is lifeless; and the coin is an apt symbol of those who see the requirements of God and know themselves incapable of rising to them. Only the all-powerful Spirit can rescue men who in that sense are lost.8









 

A THOROUGH SEARCH

We may be helplessly lost, but we are not hopelessly lost, because Jesus is able to come and save us. This is a fourth lesson from the story of the lost coin. Jesus does not simply leave us in our lost condition, but is looking to find us.


When the woman in the parable discovered that one of her precious coins was missing, she started to search for it. Although her coin was lost, it was not forgotten, and she was determined to get it back. In those days most homes were only about the size of a one-car garage, but they were very dark, with only a few small slits to let in the light. Typically floors were made of dirt, sometimes covered with straw. In Galilee, where Jesus came from, they were usually made of flagstones. How easy it was, therefore, for the woman’s coin to get covered with straw, or to be concealed by the dust, or to fall into a crack between two stones. In order to find it, she would have to light a lamp, get out her broom, and make a clean sweep. 


In the first part of this parable, Jesus emphasized the persistence of the good shepherd, who looked for his lost sheep until he found it. The woman who lost her coin was equally persistent. She knew that the missing money had to be in her house somewhere, and she would not stop looking until she found it. But what Jesus especially emphasized was the meticulous thoroughness of her search. With extreme care the woman lit her lamp, swept her house, and searched diligently to find her lost coin. We can imagine her getting down on her hands and knees to examine every square inch of her home. Subjecting her floor to the most careful scrutiny, she looked in such a way as to find. This is the way people look for anything they really want to find. First they look in the most obvious places, but if the missing item is still nowhere to be found, they go back and conduct a more thorough investigation.


This is also the way that Jesus looks for lost sinners: in such a way as to find. The reason Jesus came to earth in the first place was to seek and to save what was lost. This is why he became a man, why he performed miracles, why he preached the kingdom of God, and why he died and rose again. Jesus was looking to find.


Even now he is still conducting his search, looking in every corner of the world for the sinners he died to save. Jesus has sent his gospel out into the world—the gospel that says everyone who trusts in his cross and believes in his empty tomb will be saved. He has sent his Spirit out into the world—the Spirit who convinces people they are lost in sin and invites them to come to Christ. He has sent his church out into the world—the church that proclaims the gospel, by the power of the Spirit, to all the unreached peoples on all the lost continents of the globe. Jesus is looking to find and seeking to save. With painstaking thoroughness, he will keep searching and searching until he finds every last one of the precious coins that belongs in his pocket.


If you are lost and waiting to be found, Jesus is looking to find you. He is searching and seeking to save you. Here is how Anne Lamott described her experience of being lost and getting found:


[Jesus] was relentless. I didn’t experience Him so much as the hound of heaven, as the old description has it, as the alley cat of heaven, who seemed to believe that if it just keeps showing up, mewling outside your door, you’d eventually open up and give him a bowl of milk. . . . I resisted as long as I could, like Sam-I-Am in Green Eggs and Ham. . . . He wore me out. He won. I was tired and vulnerable and He won. . . . Then, when I was dozing, tiny kitten that I was, He picked me up like a mother cat, by the scruff of my neck, and deposited me in a little church. . . . That’s where I was when I came to. And then I came to believe.9









 

THE JOY OF BEING FOUND

Every lost sinner has a different story to tell, because we all get found in different ways. But whenever and wherever and however Jesus finds us, we all share the same joy. This is the fifth and final lesson from the story of the lost coin: it is a joy to be found by Jesus Christ—a joy that lasts forever.


When the woman found her lost coin, she gathered her girlfriends to celebrate (the Greek words that Luke uses for “friends and neighbors” are feminine). Because her search was so rewarding, it led to great rejoicing, which is really the main point of this story. Thus Jesus ended this part of his parable by saying: “Just so, I tell you, there is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:10).


This statement is virtually repeated from verse 7, where Jesus said there is “more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance” (Luke 15:7). Here in verse 10 he makes no comparison, but when he mentions “the angels of God,” once again he is pulling back the curtain so that we can see what joy there is in heaven whenever Jesus finds a lost sinner. Jesus ought to know, because he has been there!


It is always a joy to find something that is missing, as we know from everyday experience. Even if what we find is only something small, we invariably tell someone else about it. “Hey! Look what I found!” we say. “You’ll never guess what I just discovered!” Yet the simple joy of finding something lost cannot compare with the surpassing joy of being found by Jesus Christ. What a joy it is when Jesus finds you in your lost and helpless situation, when you respond by repenting of your sins and receiving the free gift of eternal life. What a joy it is to see someone else come to Christ. What a joy it is to the angels, who love to celebrate the grace of God for the poor lost sinners of our fallen race. What a joy it also is to God himself. When Jesus spoke about “joy before the angels,” he was not referring only or even primarily to the joy that the angels have, but also to the joy which they witness every time a sinner gets saved. The angels see the joy of God. 


If you want to bring joy to the heart of God—and to your own heart—then turn away from your sin and trust in Jesus Christ for your salvation. If you are not yet a believer, the angels are waiting to celebrate. What joy there will be in heaven when you finally come to Christ! Then, once you have come to Christ, do everything you can to welcome other people with the love of God, just as Jesus welcomed the tax collectors and the sinners. Jesus is looking to receive sinners, and he is calling you to be part of the search party.


A beautiful example of the way Jesus looks for lost sinners—and of the joy he brings when they are found—comes from the Bayview Glen Church in Toronto, Ontario, where Pastor Sam Nasser was preaching in Persian to an Iranian congregation during the summer of 2004. Pastor Nasser was troubled by the fact that one of the women in the church was talking on her cell phone during the worship service. At first he thought it must be some kind of emergency, but when it happened again the following week he was even more disturbed.


Nasser invited the woman to his office to confront her about this ongoing distraction. “Pastor,” she said, “I already told you! My husband in Iran is very interested in how I became a Christian because of listening to you.” This still did not explain the cell phone, but when the pastor asked for a further explanation, the woman said,


I bought a calling card, and I call my husband in Tehran so he can hear you preaching. He puts the call on the speakerphone so my mother and sister can hear too. They have been inviting other friends and family over, and for the past three months, they have been listening to you preach. More people come every week. I am not talking on the phone. I’m just holding it up so they can hear your message about Jesus!





Needless to say, Pastor Nasser invited the woman to sit right at the front of the church. The following week he preached on the love of Jesus for his precious children. At the end of the service he asked if anyone wanted to pray to receive Christ. Suddenly the woman with the cell phone started to shout: “My husband! My husband! My husband got saved! My mother and sister want to come to the Lord too!”10


Even if he does it over the cell phone halfway around the world, Jesus is looking for lost sinners. He is looking for them every time somebody preaches the gospel. He is looking for them right now. I pray that he will find you, because I know that when he does, you will rejoice. So will the hosts of heaven. And so will Jesus.
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 THE LOST SON

Luke 15:11–24


“Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living.” (Luke 15:13)


If ever there was a boy who broke his father’s heart, it was the prodigal son. Sick of his father, sick of his family, and sick of living on the family farm, he went off to make his way in the world. First he demanded his share of his father’s inheritance—even before the old man died. Then he ran away from home, taking everything with him and leaving nothing behind. The young man wanted to do whatever he wanted to do, wherever and with whomever he wanted to do it. Soon the prodigal son had squandered everything his father gave him, and almost before he realized what was happening, he was living like a filthy animal. The boy was as lost as lost can be.






 

LOST AND FOUND

The story of this lost son is one of the most famous stories ever told. It is famous because it was told by Jesus Christ, the only Son of the Father. It is famous because it is told so perfectly; not one single detail is wasted. And it is famous because when we hear it we sense that it is really our own story, that we are all lost children who desperately need to know the Father’s love. 


The parable of the prodigal son comes as the climax to a series of three stories in a triple parable about the joy of God in finding lost sinners: the lost sheep (Luke 15:1–7), the lost coin (Luke 15:8–10), and now the lost son (Luke 15:11–32). Really, though, the parable is about lost sons, because even though he never left home, the elder brother was just as lost as the prodigal son (see Luke 15:25–32). Jesus has both brothers clearly in view: “There was a man who had two sons” (Luke 15:11).


These three stories go together. Hearing them is like hearing the same melody played on three different musical instruments: it is all the same music, but each story has its own unique sound.1 The third story brings the parable to its unmistakable climax. We pity the lost sheep and prize a lost coin, but identify most closely with the lost son. The son gets lost by his own deliberate will—not haphazardly like the sheep, or helplessly like the coin, but willfully and defiantly. He is lost because he wants to be lost, but just because he is a son, there is even greater joy when he is found.


The prodigal son is usually regarded as among the most familiar of all the parables that Jesus told. Most people know its general outline, which may be summarized as follows: sick of home, sick, homesick, home. The lost son was sick of home (Luke 15:11–12), then he was just plain sick (Luke 15:13–16), until he became homesick (Luke 15:17–19), and finally went back home (Luke 15:20–24). It all sounds so familiar. But do we really know this story as well as we think we know it?


One way to find out is to study each of the three main characters: the lost son, the prodigal father, and the lost brother. We begin with the lost son. When we study his actions and attitudes carefully, we discover that he was even more lost than we ever realized. If we are honest, we may also discover that we ourselves are more lost than we like to admit. The prodigal son is partly who we are, not just who we were, because in our hearts we want to leave home again and again.






 

LOST AT HOME

Consider all the ways that the prodigal son was lost before he was found. He was lost at home, even before he left his father’s house. Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’ And he divided his property between them” (Luke 15:11–12).


At first it may seem that the son was simply asking his father for money, as sons will do. Yet this request was far more sinister because it really meant that he could not wait for his father to die.2 The son knew that when his old man died, he stood to inherit one-third of everything he owned (his older brother would get two-thirds). But he did not want to wait that long. As the years passed, he spent more and more time thinking about what he wanted to do with his father’s wealth. The old man was getting older, but he still wouldn’t die. Finally, the son decided he could not wait any longer, so he went in and demanded what he had coming to him.


Here it is important to know some of the basics about ancient property law. In those days a man did not have to wait until he died to bequeath his legacy. In fact, it was not uncommon for a father to grant his son the legal right to his inheritance while he was still living. If a father did this, however, the income from that property still belonged to him. Although his son now had a legal right to the capital, he did not have the right to sell it. The father’s property belonged to the son, but he could not use it for himself until his father died.3


Something similar happens today when a mother says to one of her daughters, “After I die, I want you to have this antique table.” One day it will belong to the daughter, but not until her mother dies. In the meantime, her mother is still using the table, and it would be the height of insolence to take it away from her. Something similar also happens today when someone buys an annuity. Say, for example, that Mr. Smith puts the money for his annuity into a trust, with the capital to go to his son when he dies. While Mr. Smith is still living, he cannot touch the capital, but continues to draw interest from the annuity. His son now has a legal right to the capital, but he cannot claim that right until his father dies. 


In effect, what the prodigal son did was to go in and tell his father to hand over his capital. It was not just the property he wanted, but also the right to sell it. To put this in legal terms, he wanted the right of disposition as well as possession.4 He wanted full control of his inheritance, and he wanted it now. For a son to make such a demand was utterly unthinkable. It could only mean that he regarded his father with complete contempt. When he said, “Give me my inheritance,” he was saying, in effect, “I wish you would just go ahead and die!”


No doubt the young man had despised his father for a good long time, maybe all his life. His outrageous demand does not sound like the kind of speech that someone makes on the spur of the moment, but the kind that comes after years of disdain. With customary wit, here is how Rudyard Kipling summarizes the son’s attitude toward his family in the years leading up to the day he finally rejected them:


My father glooms and advises me,
 My brother sulks and despises me,
 My mother catechises me,
 Till I want to go out and swear!5





The prodigal son wanted to do a lot more than swear, however. He was tired of always having his father tell him what to do. He wanted to go wherever he wanted to go and do whatever he wanted to do. But in order to do that, he had to be able to spend whatever he wanted to spend, which meant getting as much money from his father as he could. Like the tax collectors who were among the sinners listening to this parable (see Luke 15:1), the young man was greedy for money.


Do you see how lost the son was? He was lost when he was still at home, even before he left the family farm. He was lost in selfishness, ingratitude, rebellion, and greed. He was lost in his rejection of authority. But mainly he was lost because he did not love his father. Not that it was against the law for him to demand his inheritance. According to the law of Moses, he was entitled to one-third of his father’s estate (Deut. 21:17). But even if he did not break the law, he did break a relationship, and in doing so he broke his father’s heart.6


Can you also see how lost you sometimes are, or may be altogether? Here was a young man who wanted what his father could give him but did not want his father himself. This is what it means for us to be lost. It means not loving the Father. It means putting demands on God without desiring God himself. It means wanting his gifts without loving him as the Giver.


When we take this attitude, what we are really expressing is hatred to God. And of course there are times when all of us do take this attitude. We object to God’s fatherly discipline, wanting to have life on our own terms. We complain about God’s fatherly care, demanding something better than what he is providing for us. We presume upon God’s fatherly affection, expecting his blessing without depending upon him in prayer. Even when we are at home with God, our prodigal hearts sometimes long to run away. This is what sin is: running from God.






 

IN A FAR COUNTRY

As lost as the prodigal son was at home, he was even more lost when he eventually ran away: “Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in reckless living” (Luke 15:13).


In case there had been any doubt, now it is perfectly clear why the lost son demanded the capital from his father’s estate: he was leaving home as fast as he could, and he was not coming back. The Greek expression for “gathered all he had” (synagagōn) comes from the world of finance. It means to take one’s property and turn it into cash. Within a matter of days, the prodigal son had liquidated all his new assets, and by the time he was finished, he had a lot of money. We know from the end of the story that his father was a wealthy man, with herds of livestock, hired servants, and a banqueting hall he could afford to fill with music. Now the prodigal son had a big chunk of all that change in his pocket, and he was off to see the world. 


What he really wanted, of course, was the freedom to sin, and in order to have that freedom he had to get away from his father, away from his family, and away from the community of faith. As long as he stayed home, he would be unable to use his money the way he wanted; so he had to run away. And once he took everything with him, there was nothing left to tie him to his father’s house.


Douglas Milne sees this parable as a paradigm for postmodern times. The attitude of the lost son, he says, is “reminiscent of the relativist temper that inspires the postmodern spirit.” According to Milne, the prodigal son was a kind of relativist, choosing his own values without showing very much concern for others. His journey to a far country was a “quest of personal freedom and fulfillment.” But the full enjoyment of that freedom “could only be attained in fleeing from the father’s house with all that it stood for in terms of tradition, authority, objective values and social-moral responsibilities to his father and his brother.”7


These attitudes may be part of the postmodern spirit, but they are as old as the prodigal son, because they come from the fallen condition of our sinful hearts. Left to ourselves, we would not choose to stay under God’s authority, but instead to wander in the far country of sin. How often the prodigal sons and daughters of the church have made the same journey. Sometimes they are lost even before they leave home, but usually they have to leave home to be as lost as they want to be. So they run off to the big city or go away for college and start to party.


The result is all too predictable. Today people call it “getting wasted.” Jesus said it like this: “he squandered his property in reckless living” (Luke 15:13). Jesus did not say exactly how the young man spent his money, but it is not hard to guess. The Greek term for “reckless living” (zōn asōtōs) has the connotation of luxury. Here was a young man with expensive tastes, who tended to confuse the high cost of living with the cost of high living. He wore the finest clothes, went to the fanciest dinners, and enjoyed the wildest entertainments. As J. B. Phillips put it in his paraphrase of this passage, “he squandered his wealth in the wildest extravagance.” In a word, he was “prodigal,” which means “recklessly wasteful.” As Aristotle said, a prodigal is “a man who has a single evil quality, that of wasting his substance.”8


Soon, and not surprisingly, all of his money was gone—every last denarius. The lost son had lived without any thought for tomorrow, so when tomorrow came, there was nothing left. His father’s legacy was supposed to set him up for life, but he practically gave it away. How irresponsible he was! What a spendthrift! What a wastrel! What a slacker!


As lost as the young man was, it is more important to see the temptations of our own prodigal hearts. Like the lost son, we want to run away from God and live the way that we want to live. We squander our time pursuing our pleasures. We squander our money, spending so much on ourselves that there is little or nothing left for God. We squander our talents by not using them for our Father’s joy. Jesus calls this “reckless living.” How recklessly are you living? Do not waste your life feeding your addictions, indulging your passions, and giving away your Father’s inheritance. Do not squander your time, your money, and your talents on yourself when you could and should be investing them in the kingdom of God.






 

THE LOWEST OF THE LOW

It was bad enough for the lost son to waste all his money, but then something happened that turned his situation into a total catastrophe. There was a famine in the land—an unspeakable horror that brought him to the very brink of starvation: “And when he had spent everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. And he was longing to be fed with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything” (Luke 15:14–16).


Here was one humiliation after another. Although he had always planned on spending a lot of money, the lost son had never planned on running out of it, and he certainly had never planned on running out of food. But his situation became so critical that in a desperate attempt to stave off starvation, he took the only job he could find. Usually parents are glad to see their children go out and get a job, but this job was completely degrading. Rather than going home to get help, or serving some devout member of the Jewish community, the lost son attached himself to a citizen of the far country. 


Even worse, this godless Gentile was a hog farmer, which was utterly detestable to the Jews. According to the law of Moses, pigs were ceremonially unclean (see Lev. 11:7). “Cursed be the man who would breed swine,” the rabbis said.9 When Jesus told this story, the Pharisees must have murmured with dismay at the thought of a nice Jewish boy herding Gentile pigs, which to them was “the most humiliating and repulsive form of servile labor.”10 What could be more disgusting than farming hogs?


Only this: the young man was so hungry that he wanted to eat what they were eating. Under ordinary circumstances, pig slop would not even be considered fit for human consumption. Yet the prodigal son was absolutely desperate. No matter how much he begged, no one was able or willing to help him—not even his employer, who may well have been trying to get rid of him. The lost son grew so desperately hungry that he began to envy the pigs, of all creatures, craving their food. Now he was as low as anyone could possibly go—lower even than the filthiest animal. He was helpless, homeless, hungry, and humiliated. He was as lost as lost can be.


What a picture this is of our own spiritual condition outside of Christ. This is what it means to be lost. It is like being without money, without food, and without friends—a complete failure in life. In the words of Peter Chrysologus,


This is the experience that comes to one who refuses to trust himself to his father but delivers himself to a stranger. . . . A deserter from affection, a refugee from fatherly love, he is assigned to the swine, sentenced to them, and given over to their service. He wallows in their muddy fodder. The rush of the restless herd bruises and soils him so he perceives how wretched and bitter it is to have lost the happiness of peaceful life in his father’s house.11





This is where reckless living always leads. To run away from God and decide to go our own way in life is to end up living in spiritual squalor. When we gratify ourselves with sinful pleasures, when we live for more possessions, and when we rush from one entertainment to the next, we are starving our souls. Soon we will end up as disillusioned as the lost soul in a Morris West novel who said: 


I was lost a long time, without knowing it. Without the Faith, one is free, and that is a pleasant feeling at first. There are no questions of conscience, no constraints, except the constraints of custom, convention, and the law, and these are flexible enough for most purposes. It is only later that the terror comes. One is free—but free in chaos, in an unexplained and unexplainable world. One is free in a desert, from which there is no retreat but inward, towards the hollow core of oneself. There is nothing to build on the small rock of one’s own price, and this is nothing, based on nothing.12









 

THOUGHTS OF HOME

This is what the lost son was left with: absolutely nothing. He did not even have the bare necessities, but was dying of starvation. Then he had the thought that saved his life. Up until this point, the lost son had been willing to endure anything, as long as he did not have to swallow his pride and go back to his father: “But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants have more than enough bread, but I perish here with hunger! I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat me as one of your hired servants”’” (Luke 15:17–19).


Now that he had hit hog bottom, the lost son was finally coming to his senses. He was seeing how lost he really was, which is always the first step to recovery. He realized that he had nowhere to go but home. “He was truly lost,” writes Henri Nouwen, “and it was this complete lostness that brought him to his senses. He was shocked into the awareness of his utter alienation and suddenly understood that he had embarked on the road to death. . . . He knew that one more step in the direction he was going would take him to self-destruction.”13


The ensuing monologue gives many encouraging indications of the young man’s spiritual progress. He has decided to get up and go back home, to the place where he was before he took his wrong turn in life. He is starting to think about repenting of his sin and to prepare the speech he hopes will touch his father’s heart. In that speech he identifies himself as a sinner, knowing that this is the moral category in which he truly belongs. He does not make any excuses for himself. He does not blame his desperate situation on the famine, or on God, or on the people who will not give him anything, but on his own deliberate rebellion.


Furthermore, the prodigal son recognized that his sin was multidimensional. In other words, he had sinned against both his father and his God. This sin was so serious that he no longer deserved to be called his father’s son. Thus he expressed a deep sense of personal unworthiness, which was only appropriate for someone who had rejected his father, disgraced his family, and wasted everything they ever gave him.


These are all marks of true repentance—the joyful repentance Jesus has been talking about in this triple parable (see Luke 15:7, 10). When we are lost, the thing to do is to go back and see where we made our mistake. This means admitting that we are sinners, not making excuses, but confessing our sin. It means confessing our sin both to God and to the people we have wronged. It means acknowledging that we are no longer worthy to be considered God’s son or daughter.


Yet even as we confess our utter unworthiness, we also need to remember that God is still our Father. This was the lost son’s only hope. He did not feel worthy to be called a son. Nevertheless, when he spoke about his father, he was still able to call him his father. “I will arise and go to my father,” he said (Luke 15:18). Although he was a sinner, he was still a son, and just because the father was his father, he could hope that he would not be completely rejected, but accepted enough to be saved. So he got back on his feet and headed for home—the place where every lost sinner needs to return. Repentance is a rising up and a coming back to God.






 

A FLAWED REPENTANCE

From his proposed repentance, we can see that the prodigal son was moving in the right spiritual direction. There were some problems, however, with the little speech that he kept rehearsing. Although his repentance seemed to be sincere, it was not sufficient. We get our first hint of a problem when Jesus says that the lost son “came to himself ” (Luke 15:17), or more literally, “returned to himself.” But this was the last place he should turn. With apologies to Benjamin Franklin, God does not help those who help themselves. After all, it was by turning to himself that the lost son first got himself into trouble. 


There also seems to be a problem with his motivation. His main concern is getting something to eat. But the real issue is not just the lost son’s survival; it is the relationship that he has broken with his father. Even though he is getting ready to go back home, it is not at all clear that he is ready to return his father’s love. He is still thinking of his father as a means of getting what he wants.


There may be a subtle clue about this in the wording of his proposed confession: “I have sinned against heaven and before you” (Luke 15:18). There is only one other person in the Bible who made this same confession. Do you know who it was? It was Pharaoh, who made his confession only because he wanted Moses to get rid of all the locusts that were plaguing Egypt (see Ex. 10:16).


The prodigal son was nearly as manipulative. He intended to go to his father and say, “Treat me as one of your hired servants” (Luke 15:19). These are the words of someone who is trying to work the system. He is still telling his father what to do, just as he did when he first left home. He is also trying to solve his own problem by working off his debt. He knows that his father’s servants have “more than enough bread” (Luke 15:17). More literally, they have “bread and to spare,” meaning that they are paid decently enough to save a little money. If he works long enough and hard enough, maybe he can gather enough money to pay off his debts.


In short, his approach to his deliverance is Pelagian: he will be saved by his own efforts. The prodigal is thinking like a servant, not like a son. As Kenneth Bailey explains, “the prodigal plans to offer his solution to the problem of their estrangement: job training. He will acquire a skill, work as a paid craftsman and be able to save money. For the present the prodigal will not live at home. Only after the lost money is recovered will he presume to suggest reconciliation. Having failed to find a paying job in the far country, he will try to obtain his father’s backing to become gainfully employed in his home community. He will yet save himself by keeping the law.”14 Bailey concludes by saying, “The prodigal thinks the problem is lost money. His anticipated solution trivializes the problem, which is not merely a matter of a broken law but is about a broken relationship.”15


So often we treat God the same way, even after we come to Christ. We know that we are in his debt, and to a certain extent we are sorry for what we have done. But we still imagine that there must be some way for us to balance the books, and thus to earn back God’s favor. Even after we have come to God through faith in Christ, we are tempted to treat him more as a master than as a Father. Henri Nouwen writes, “Although claiming my true identity as a child of God, I still live as though the God to whom I am returning demands an explanation. I still think about his love as conditional and about home as a place I am not yet fully sure of. While walking home, I keep entertaining doubts about whether I will be truly welcome when I get there. . . . Belief in total, absolute forgiveness does not come readily.”16


Like the lost son, we too may be lost in our rebellion against the Father, lost in our headlong pursuit of sin, lost in the humiliation of life’s failure, and lost in our last desperate attempt to work our way back to God. Not even our repentance is worthy of his grace. To quote from Nouwen again, “There is repentance, but not a repentance in the light of the immense love of a forgiving God. It is a self-serving repentance that offers the possibility of survival.”17






 

HOMECOMING

As lost as we have been, all is not lost, because we are found in the Father’s love. Soon we will see the full extent of this father’s love, but understand that he was loving and loving his son the whole time that he was lost. The father loved his son when his son hated him and ran away from home, when he squandered his inheritance, when he was a total failure. We know this because of what happened the day he finally came back home.


By the time the lost son reached the edge of town he was almost home, but he was still lost because he did not know his father’s love. “He was still a long way off,” Jesus said, and this was true spiritually as well as geographically. Yet his father was always looking for him in love, scanning the horizon for a silhouette that he could never forget. So “while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him” (Luke 15:20). This is the love that God has for lost sinners. It is a love that is running to receive you even before you have a full chance to repent, a love that wraps its arms around you even when you have been wallowing in the pig-sty of sin. 


It was at this point that the son finally offered the kind of repentance that Jesus was talking about all the way through this parable—a repentance that responds to the Father’s love. No more labor demands; no more strategies for having this relationship on his own terms; no more telling his father what to do—just a free confession of his guilty sin. Placing himself entirely under his father’s mercy, the prodigal son said, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son” (Luke 15:21).


That is all the farther he got, because before he could say anything more, his father was calling for fancy clothes, a fattened calf, and the biggest party anyone could ever remember (Luke 15:22–24). According to the ancient Arab commentator Ibn al-Tayyib, the lost son “did not complete what he was planning to say . . . because he saw from the running of his father to him and the grace-filled way his father met him and embraced him that there was no longer any place for this request to be made into a craftsman. For if after such acts he had made such a request, it would have appeared that he doubted the genuineness of his father’s offered forgiveness.”18 The lost son was found in his father’s love. However imperfect it may have been, his repentance was accepted, and thus his sins were fully forgiven. Here we see a “persistent man received readily, pardoned freely, and completely accepted with God.”19


Do you know how much the Father loves you? He loves you so much that he sent Jesus to be your Savior, so much that he is calling you back from the far country of your sin, so much that he is looking for you and longing to receive you. Will you come home to the Father’s love? Will you confess that you are more lost than you have ever wanted to admit? And will you ask him to forgive you through the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ? 


In her book The Hurting Parent, Margie Lewis tells the story of a lost son who reached the end of his prodigal road, before he was found in the Father’s love:


After years of degenerate living and sampling a catalog of sinful lifestyles, he tried to take his life. One night, half a continent from home and his Christian parents, he stumbled into an all night laundry, picked up the only piece of paper he could find, and scribbled out a suicide note. He tucked it in his pocket and went out to the parking lot. There he took a length of rubber hose he used for a tourniquet when he shot heroin, tied it around his neck, and hanged himself from the luggage rack of a parked car.




He woke up in a hospital emergency room, recovered and eventually went home. A little over a year later, he came to a real and profound experience with the Lord. Shortly after that, he was sorting through some of his things when he happened upon that suicide note. He turned it over and found to his amazement he had written it on a Christian tract about the prodigal son.



“That spoke to me,” he said, “It told me that even at the lowest point in my life, I hadn’t been able to escape God.”20





Every lost son and daughter who comes home to God can offer the same testimony. The Father found us when we were lost, loved us when we were unworthy, forgave us before we really knew how to ask for his forgiveness, and sent Jesus to bring us home.
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 THE PRODIGAL FATHER

Luke 15:11–24


“And he arose and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.” (Luke 15:20)


If ever there was a father who loved a son, it was the prodigal father. Usually the son is the one they call the prodigal, and with good reason. In the dictionary, the first definition for the word “prodigal” is “recklessly wasteful.” That was the prodigal son—so recklessly wasteful that he squandered everything he had: his money, his reputation, his dignity, his family, and his community. But there is another definition for the word “prodigal.” It also means “lavish,” and since the story is really about the love a father lavishes on his undeserving son, we can also call it the parable of the prodigal father.


Joe Farrone was a prodigal father. As he spent Labor Day with his family one year, Mr. Farrone’s thoughts inevitably turned to Tony, his prodigal son. Joe did not even know whether Tony was alive or dead, but he still hoped that maybe his son would call home. Late that night Tony did call home, and immediately it was evident that he was in bad condition, probably because he was on drugs. “I’m so sick,” he said, “and so hungry. I’m really hurting. Tell me what to do.” 


Tony had placed his call from the lobby of a Holiday Inn more than a hundred miles away. Immediately the family jumped in the car and went to find him. When the Farrones saw their lost son they could hardly recognize him. He seemed more dead than alive. His greasy hair was hanging across his face; his ragged clothes were covered with filthy vomit; his shoes were worn all the way through. Their prodigal son was so weak and confused he had to be carried out to the car. As they drove home, the stench was all but unbearable. Joe said to himself, “I’ve heard so many sermons about the prodigal son in a stinking pigpen. Now here I am holding my nose and living out that very scene.” Then he said this: “My son. I love him because he is my son. He has come back home and that’s all that matters now.”1


Tony Farrone was saved by his father’s extravagant love. How costly it was for Joe Farrone to keep loving and loving his son, even when he was wasting away, but this is what a good father does: he lavishes his wayward children with love, no matter what the cost. We see this in the parable of the prodigal father, whose affection came at a much higher price than most people even realize. In this story Jesus shows us what Kenneth Bailey calls “the costly demonstration of unexpected love”2—the undeserved affection of a Father who loves us even more than we ever dared to hope.






 

THE COST OF LETTING GO

This father loved his son when they were both still living at home. How costly it was for him to be a father to this lost son then! Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of property that is coming to me.’ And he divided his property between them” (Luke 15:11–12).


Obviously this cost the prodigal father a large amount of money. Imagine how expensive it would be to give up, on demand, one full third of everything you have worked so hard to gain. In those days, the most that a father ever gave his son was the right to have his inheritance, never the right to sell it. Even if he began handing on his property before he died, as some fathers did, he still needed to live off the proceeds. So his legacy was like an annuity held in trust, which could be reinvested only after he died. In this case, however, the son demanded both the right to own and the right to sell. 


Speaking purely in financial terms, this was a costly demand. When the Scripture says that the father “divided his property” (Luke 15:12), it uses the word for property that also means “life” (bion), as if to say that the father was giving his very life to his son. Yet this is what the prodigal father did. He responded to his son’s unreasonable request with unimaginable generosity. Rather than disowning his son and driving him out of the house, as many fathers would have done, he gave him what he asked.


Then the lost son actually sold the property, and this cost his father even more. Jesus said, “Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took a journey into a far country” (Luke 15:13). The phrase “gathered all he had” indicates that he sold his third of his father’s estate, turning it into cash. Kenneth Bailey explains that this would have been “a staggering loss to the entire family clan. The parable specifically states that the prodigal settled his affairs in a few days. This means that he liquidated his assets in a hurry which in turn indicates a ‘sale at any price.’ The accumulated economic gains of generations would be lost in a few days.”3


The whole family suffered for this selfishness, but no one suffered more than the father. The real loss to him in all of this was not financial, but relational. When his son started to sell his property, the man was exposed to the insult of public humiliation. There were no secrets in a town like this. People would talk, and soon everyone would hear what his son was doing. This would reflect very badly on the family name. The prodigal son was putting them all to shame.


Even that is not the worst of it, however. No, what cost the father most was the heartless rebellion of his own beloved son. When the boy demanded his share of the inheritance, he was really saying that he wished his father would go ahead and die.4 It was a total rejection. The son was saying “no” to the family, “no” to their community, and “no” to his father’s heart. All he wanted was the money and nothing else, with complete control to live the way that he wanted to live. It must have cut his father to the very heart. How humiliated he was to be despised by his own son, and how heartbroken to know that despite all the advantages he had in life, his son would never reach his potential to take a place of leadership in society. 


As costly it was for this father to let go of his son, it was just as costly to go on loving his son the whole time that he was lost! The prodigal father thought about the boy every day that he was gone, as any parent who has ever lost a child can testify. His son may have been lost, but he was never forgotten. Every day his father wondered where he was and what he was doing. He was always hoping for the best, but fearing the worst, because anyone could see that the boy would end up losing everything he had.


Knowing there was nothing he could do to stop him, the father virtually gave his son up for dead. But this did not mean he ever stopped loving his son, or longing that he might return. Although the son was far away from his father’s house, he was never away from his father’s heart.5 So the old man watched and waited for his return in suffering silence. As Kenneth Bailey describes it, the father “does not sever his relationship with his son . . . but . . . holds out his broken end of the rope of relationship hoping that the other end can yet be joined. In so doing he suffers. If the father had disowned the son, there would then be no possibility of reconciliation. The father’s suffering provides the foundation of the possibility of his son’s return.”6






 

THE COST OF WELCOMING HOME

As much as it cost the father to wait for his son, it was even more costly to welcome him home. The boy did not return in triumph, but in disgrace. It would have been customary for someone in his situation to return bearing gifts, especially if he wanted to be reconciled with his family. But to his shame, the lost son was coming back empty-handed. He returned “with nothing: his money, his health, his honor, his self-respect, his reputation . . . everything has been squandered.”7


Having lost everything, he looked more like a slave than a son. This is brilliantly portrayed in Rembrandt’s painting The Return of the Prodigal Son. Rembrandt shows the prodigal son kneeling at his father’s feet in penitent surrender, while his father leans over him in an aspect of grace. As the father reaches to embrace his son’s shoulders and hold him close to his heart, the contrast between the two figures is unmistakable. The father is covered in scarlet, but his son is dingy and disheveled from his long prodigal road. His head is shaven like a slave’s and he is wearing the plain undergarments of servitude. Since he kneels with his back to the viewer, one can see that the soles of his scarred feet have worn all the way through his sandals. This detail is faithful to the biblical text, because as Rembrandt knew, one of the first things the father did for his lost son was to give him a new pair of shoes (Luke 15:22). The prodigal son was the very picture of the degradation that comes when we give ourselves over to the power of sin.


The real humiliation was not the way the young man looked, however, but the way people would treat him when he returned. In those days Jewish people had a deep revulsion for anyone who squandered his inheritance among the Gentiles. By way of example, consider this fatherly warning from one of the Dead Sea Scrolls: “And now, my sons, be watchful of your inheritance that has been bequeathed to you, which your fathers gave you. Do not give your inheritance to Gentiles, . . . lest you be humiliated in their eyes, and foolish, and they trample upon you . . . and become your masters.”8 This is exactly what the prodigal son had done: rather than guarding his father’s inheritance, he had given it away to the Gentiles. Now he would have to face the withering scorn of his old friends and neighbors.


The people in his hometown would certainly despise him, but they might well do something even worse. They might cut him off from their community entirely, much the way that the Old Order Amish shun people who violate the code of their community. According to Kenneth Bailey, who has devoted a lifetime to studying the customs of the Middle East, the Jewish community had


developed what was called the kezazah ceremony (the cutting-off ceremony). Any Jewish boy who lost his inheritance among Gentiles faced the ceremony if he dared return to his home village. The ceremony itself was simple. Fellow villagers would fill a large earthenware pot with burned nuts and burned corn and break it in front of the guilty individual. While doing this, they would shout, “So-and-so is cut off from his people.” From that point on, the village would have nothing to do with the hapless lad.9





If the lost son received this punishment, it would be no more than he deserved. By disgracing his family, he had earned the condemnation of his community. But the prodigal father did not wait for the village to reject his son. Instead, “while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him” (Luke 15:20).


What is perhaps most surprising about this costly demonstration of unexpected love is the way the father ran. Even today it is uncommon to see an old man run, but this was especially true in the ancient Near East, where it was considered very undignified for a man of age and position to run. The Greek word used here for “run” (dramōn) was usually reserved for competitive footraces. But men who wear long robes do not sprint; they stroll. If an older man did want to run, he would have to gather up his robes like a youngster, and his undergarments would probably show. So in all likelihood, a traditional man like the prodigal father had not run anywhere to meet anyone for decades. It simply wasn’t done, as anyone who heard this parable would have understood, even without being told.


So why did the old man run? Why did he make such a spectacle of himself? He did it because he could not wait to see his son, of course. But he may also have done it so that he could be reconciled to his son before anyone in the community could even think about cutting him off. Here is how Kenneth Bailey explains the father’s strategy:


[The father] waits day after day, staring down the crowded village street to the road in the distance along which his son disappeared with arrogance and high hopes. The father also remembers the kezazah ceremony. He knows only too well how the village will treat his son when he returns in rags. Thus, the father also prepares a plan for their meeting. His plan is to reach the boy before the boy reaches the village and thereby protect him from the wrath of the community. 




The father realizes that if he is able to achieve reconciliation with his son, in public, no one in the village will treat the prodigal badly. If the community witnesses the reconciliation, there will be no suggestion from any quarter that the kezazah ceremony should be enacted. But to achieve that goal, selfemptying humiliation will be required of the father.10





Understand that when the father ran to meet his son, he was deliberately exposing himself to public humiliation. Rather than looking at the lost son and seeing what a mess he had made of his life, people would look instead at the extraordinary spectacle of a distinguished, landed gentleman hitching up his robes and racing down the street, bare legs and all. By the time anyone realized what was happening, the father and son would already be reconciled. The prodigal father was so lavishly compassionate in his love that he was willing to suffer any humiliation to restore his long-lost son.


So many parents do exactly the opposite—even Christian parents. When their children start going off in the wrong direction, they speak to them with scorn and treat them with shame. Instead of humbling themselves, they humiliate their children, even to their own destruction. But here Jesus gives fathers and mothers a better model to follow, redefining what it means to be a godly parent. The prodigal father does not wait to see what his son has to say for himself. He does not demand an account of what he has done and where he has been. His welcome is not contingent on his son’s prior repentance, or on his promise to do better.


Instead, the father takes the initiative to go out and gather his unworthy son into the embrace of his self-humiliating love. His kiss is not so much a response to repentance as it is the cause of reconciliation. The costly expression of the father’s love comes first. It is a preemptive reconciliation, offered without any reproach, and before any words of repentance are uttered. “Let it be noted,” writes J. C. Ryle, “that the father does not say a single word to his son about his profligacy and wickedness. There is neither rebuke nor reproof for the past, nor galling admonitions for the present, nor irritating advice for the future. The one idea that is represented as filling his mind is joy that his son has come home.”11


What great hope this gives to lost sinners! Even after we have wandered in the far country of sin, even after we have wasted everything we have, and even after we have wallowed in the foul pigpen of our rebellion against God, we have a good and loving Father who is running to welcome us home.






 

ONCE A SON, ALWAYS A SON

What a homecoming this was for the long-lost son of the prodigal father. When he left home he gave his father an unqualified rejection, but when he came back he received unqualified acceptance. Almost before the prodigal son knew what was happening, he found himself in his father’s arms. He must have been as surprised as anyone to see his father running toward him on the open road—surprised, and maybe a little scared. But there could be no doubt about the old man’s intentions when he took his son in his arms and started to kiss him.


I say “started” to kiss him because the form of the Greek verb is intensive. The father was kissing and kissing his son. He was as prodigal with his kisses as he was with the rest of his affections, and this spoke volumes about his feelings for his son. Charles Spurgeon once preached an entire sermon on the father kissing the prodigal son—a seven-point sermon (!) about what it means to be restored to God the Father. Spurgeon said the father’s kiss revealed much love, much forgiveness, a full restoration, exceeding joy, overflowing comfort, strong assurance of salvation, and intimate communion with his beloved son.12


The son must have been overwhelmed by his father’s welcome, but not so overwhelmed that he forgot to make his apologies. “Father,” he said, “I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son” (Luke 15:21). The boy was right: his sins were so great that he was no longer worthy to be called his father’s son. But worthy or not, his father was there to receive him as a son. With eager impatience, he said to his servants, “‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And they began to celebrate” (Luke 15:22–24). 


There seems to be an ironic twist here, because as we have seen, the son is really the one who ought to be bearing all the gifts. He is the one who owes the great debt; however, he has nothing to give. Empty-handed, he returns with nothing for anyone. He has nothing to give his father except his need—his need for food, his need for clothing, and his need to be forgiven.


What a picture this is of our own spiritual need! What do we have to offer to God? Nothing—absolutely nothing. We owe God an infinite debt for all our sin against his perfect holiness, but we have nothing to pay him, nothing to offer him, nothing to give him. All we can bring is our spiritual need. Augustus Toplady said it well in his famous hymn “Rock of Ages, Cleft for Me.” In fact, the hymn sounds like something the prodigal son might say: “Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling; / naked, come to thee for dress; helpless, look to thee for grace.” This is the only way that any prodigal child can come to God: bringing nothing but our need for his grace.


This is exactly what this father gave his long-lost son: the unmerited favor of his grace. No one has ever been more completely saved by grace than the prodigal son. His father gave him free forgiveness and unconditional acceptance, with the full right to be his son. He gave him back everything that he had lost.


Notice the significance of the gifts that the father lavished on his son, each of which signified sonship. When the father called for the best robe in the house, he was placing his mantle on his son. As long as the boy continued to wear the ragged garments of servitude, people would think that he was still a slave. But when he put on the finest robe from his father’s house, they would recognize his position as a son. If anything, the ring was even more significant. In all likelihood, it was a signet ring: whoever wore it controlled the estate. Thus the ring was an emblem of authority and the restoration of his inheritance. Even his shoes were a sign of sonship. Servants did not wear shoes in those days, but sons did wear shoes, as free men who belonged to a wealthy house. The boy was not received as a servant, but as a son.


His last gift was a fatted calf—specifically, the fatted calf—which the family had been saving for a special occasion. With the celebration of this rare feast, the prodigal son was welcomed back into table fellowship at his father’s house, and their relationship was fully restored. This was another costly demonstration of unexpected love. The prodigal father spared no expense in welcoming home his long-lost son. He gave him the best of everything, expecting nothing in return: the robe of honor, the ring of inheritance, the footwear of freedom, and the feast of fellowship. He did all this because he wanted everyone to know that his son was still his son.


In fact, this is exactly the language that the father uses in verse 24, when he says, “this my son.” Surely this was the greatest gift of all. Twice his son had renounced his sonship: once when he sold his father’s estate, and once again when he said “I am no longer worthy to be called your son” (Luke 15:21). But the father has never regarded his son as anything but his son. No matter how much it cost him, his heart would never let him go. So when the prodigal son finally came home, the prodigal father said, “this my son,” and the boy was found in his father’s love.






 

THE LOVE OF GOD

Jesus told this story so we would know for sure of our own acceptance in the extravagant love and exuberant joy of our prodigal God. We too have been welcomed as sons and daughters in the Father’s house. We too have been blessed with a costly and “freely offered love that seeks and suffers in order to save.”13 To put this another way, “The same God who suffers because of his immense love for his children is the God who is rich in goodness and mercy and who desires to reveal to his children the richness of his glory.”14


In this parable we see the compassion of God the Father, who loves us even more than we ever dared to hope. Some people have questioned whether the father in this parable stands for God or not. Yet we know from Scripture that all fatherhood comes from God (see Eph. 3:14–15), so wherever we see a good and godly father, we catch a glimpse of our Father God. We can see from the parable itself how clearly his character is displayed in the actions of the prodigal father, who is a human expression of divine compassion. Even when his son was lost in rebellion, he went out to save him from being cut off. So also God the Father has come to save us, not waiting until we get our lives back together, but running to meet us at the end of our prodigal road. 


This is good news for every prodigal sinner, as well as every prodigal son or daughter that we love with a wounded heart. God is running to save us with his arms wide to receive us and his heart ready to forgive us. If we come home to God in repentance and faith, we will be found in the Father’s love.


This parable also shows us the love of God the Son. Again, some people have questioned this. In fact, many Muslims say this parable proves that we do not need Jesus to be our Savior. All we need to do is turn away from sin by coming to our senses and going back to God. We do not need Jesus to come and save us; we can go back and find God on our own. Even some Christian theologians have said that this is a parable without a Christ because it has no incarnation and no atonement.15


Admittedly, no single parable is capable of presenting the whole gospel. For that we need the gospel story itself, with the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. What this parable mainly shows us is the joy of God in finding lost sinners. But can we not say that Jesus is in this parable too, that it reveals the love that he has for sinners? J. C. Ryle said, “I believe that the father’s kind reception of his son was meant to represent the Lord Jesus Christ’s kindness and love toward sinners who come to Him, and the free and full pardon which He bestows on them.”16 Using the imagery of the parable as a reference point, perhaps we can put it like this: God the Father runs to us on the legs of Jesus Christ, for as the Scripture says, “in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself ” (2 Cor. 5:19).


Furthermore, when we see such a costly demonstration of unexpected love—especially when it comes at the expense of suffering and humiliation—are we not drawn to the cross where Jesus died? Like the father in the parable he told, in his crucifixion Jesus endured the agony of rejected love. Now what the prodigal father said about his prodigal son is true for us by the cross and the empty tomb: once we were dead, but now we are alive. 


Here is how Norval Geldenhuys summarizes what the parable of the prodigal father teaches us about the extravagant love of the triune God:


So inexplicably wonderful is the love of God that He not merely forgives the repentant sinner, but actually goes to meet him and embraces him in His love and grace. Indeed, as the two preceding parables taught, He seeks and attracts the sinner through the redeeming work of Jesus and through the silent influence of the Holy Ghost, even long before the sinner shows remorse for his sins. He does all this without abandoning His holy righteousness, for Christ Jesus sacrificed Himself as an everlasting ransom, and whosoever comes to God in His name as a repentant sinner is welcomed by Him in perfect love, without reproaches, into the Fatherly home. The sinner may forget God, but He remains unalterably faithful in His seeking love and grace.17





In showing us the love of the Father and the Son, this parable also shows our own privileged position as sons and daughters of the Most High God. The gifts that the prodigal father lavished on his long-lost son are emblems of our own salvation, with a rich background in the imagery of the Bible. We are robed in the righteousness of Jesus Christ—the garment of our salvation—and now we are reckoned as holy before God as his own perfect Son (see Isa. 61:10; Rom. 3:21–22). We have been sealed by the Holy Spirit, who serves as the signet ring of God (see Eph. 1:13–14). Peter Chrysologus called it “the ring of honor, the title of liberty, the outstanding pledge of the spirit, the seal of the faith, and the dowry of the heavenly marriage.”18 Our feet are shod with the gospel of peace (see Eph. 6:15)—the shoes of salvation. We have been invited to sit down and share table fellowship with God in the banquet of heaven. Best of all, through faith in Christ and by the adopting grace of the Holy Spirit, God the Father now says to us the words that our hearts are longing to hear: “This my son; this my daughter.”






 

THE JOY OF GOD

What great joy the Father has in welcoming his children home, forgiving all their sins, and granting them all the gifts of salvation! What great joy the Son has in suffering the humiliation they deserve, and then seeking to find them! What great joy God has in declaring that the dead are alive, that the lost are found, and that his children are his children! And what great joy there is in heaven whenever a long-lost sinner returns to God. In our Father’s house there are music and dancing every time a prodigal son or daughter comes back home.


Is there any joy as full as a father’s joy in welcoming home his long-lost son? Alexander McCall Smith has written a series of touching stories about everyday life in Botswana. In The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency he describes a terrible tragedy that befalls the headmaster of a local school. The man’s young son has been kidnapped by evil strangers who practice the magic arts. Fearing the worst, the schoolmaster all but gives his son up for dead. Yet a lady detective is on the case, and many days later she unexpectedly arrives at the master’s house:


The schoolmaster looked out of the window of his house and saw a small white van draw up outside. He saw the woman get out and look at his door, and the child—what about the child—was she a parent who was bringing her child to him for some reason?




He went outside and found her at the low wall of his yard.




“You are the teacher, Rra?”




“I am the teacher, Mma. Can I do anything for you?”




She turned to the van and signaled to the child within. The door opened and his son came out. And the teacher cried out, and ran forward, and stopped and looked at Mma Ramotswe as if for confirmation. She nodded, and he ran forward again, almost stumbling, an unlaced shoe coming off, to seize his son, and hold him, while he shouted wildly, incoherently, for the village and the world to hear his joy.19





When the child returns, the father rejoices. Through faith in Christ, this is the way your own story will end: with your Father running to meet you, taking you into his arms, and shouting to the world that you have finally come home.
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 THE LOST BROTHER

Luke 15:25–32


“But he answered his father, ‘Look, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!’” (Luke 15:29–30)


If ever there was a son who hated his brother, it was the elder brother in the parable of the prodigal son. But if ever there was a father who loved a son, it was that elder brother’s prodigal father.


Many people know the parable of the prodigal son, but what people sometimes forget is how the story ends: with his jealous, judgmental older brother apparently refusing to share his father’s welcome. This is unfortunate, because the ending is really the most important part of the story.


Remember the context: Jesus was speaking to the Pharisees and the scribes who had criticized him for receiving sinners and eating with them (Luke 15:1–2). In response, Jesus told them a three-part story about three things that were lost: a lost sheep (Luke 15:3–7), a lost coin (Luke 15:8–10), and a lost son (Luke 15:11–24). In each case, the seeker rejoiced in finding what was lost, and then celebrated that joy by sharing it with friends. 


Jesus told this triple parable to show what joy God has in seeking and saving lost sinners. Yet the scribes and the Pharisees refused to welcome that joy into their own hearts. Rather than receiving people who were lost, they rejected them, and therefore they were unwilling and unable to rejoice. To show them what was wrong with their attitude, and why, Jesus put them into his story. If the prodigal father is God himself, and if the prodigal son represents ordinary Jewish people who turn back to God in repentance (like the tax collectors and other sinners that were flocking to Jesus), then the elder brother must represent the proud Pharisees who refused to share the joy of Jesus in the salvation of sinners. These religious leaders were a lot like the elder brother, and so are we at times, if only we will admit it.






 

THE ELDER BROTHER’S REFUSAL

It is easy to see how lost the prodigal son was, but do you see how lost the elder brother was? He was as lost as his little brother—maybe even more lost, because he was lost on the inside, not the outside, so nobody could tell how lost he really was. Even though he had never left the family farm, he had abandoned his father’s heart, and thus he was lost in his own home.


At first the elder brother was lost because he refused to reconcile his family’s broken relationships. We see this right in the opening lines of the story, which Jesus began by saying, “There was a man who had two sons” (Luke 15:11). From the outset we know that this is a story about two brothers, yet the elder brother is strangely silent, not saying a word until after his prodigal brother returns. This is strange because we would expect a man in his position to serve as a mediator. By demanding his inheritance and leaving home, the younger brother was breaking all his sacred bonds to the family, not to mention breaking his father’s heart. Yet the elder brother stands by in silence. “We know the younger son by what he asks,” writes Kenneth Bailey, “the father by what he does, and the other son by what he does not do.”1


What the elder brother does not do is fulfill his sacred responsibility to reconcile his family. He loves his brother and his father too little to help them before it is too late. The elder brother seems to be lost right from the beginning of the story.


By the time his brother returned he was more lost than ever. Once again he failed to do what he ought to do: he refused to share his father’s joy. After showing what joy the prodigal father had in welcoming home his long-lost son, Jesus said, “Now his older son was in the field, and as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. And he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant” (Luke 15:25–26). The elder brother had been working out in the fields (not slaving away, in all likelihood, but supervising). On his way back home he was amazed to hear the sound of music and dancing floating across the fields. It sounded like a party, but if it was a party, then why had he not been invited? He could not imagine what was going on. Then again, maybe he could, because his questions sound suspicious. Before he entered the house, he wanted to know what there was to celebrate.


The servant’s response is important because it helps us to interpret what is happening in the story—almost like the chorus in a Greek drama.2 Here is what the servant said: “Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fattened calf, because he has received him back safe and sound” (Luke 15:27). These words reminded the elder brother of his place in the family as both the brother of the prodigal son (“your brother”) and the son of the prodigal father (“your father”). They also correctly identified the reason for rejoicing. It was not simply because the lost son had come back home, but also because his loving father had received him as a son. To “receive” in this sense is to offer reconciliation. People were celebrating the father’s unlimited welcome, not simply the son’s unexpected return.


Now the elder brother was expected to join the party. This was the obvious thing for him to do, especially in the context of the larger parable. When the sheep and the coin were found, everyone shared in the celebration. This time a son had been found, so the party would be even bigger. “But,” the Scripture says, against all expectation, “he was angry and refused to go in” (Luke 15:28). The elder brother was more than annoyed; he was angry. The Greek word here (ōrgisthē) denotes an explosive rage. The elder brother was infuriated by his father’s freely offered forgiveness. He wanted his brother to pay for his sins. Thus he refused to share his father’s joy in his brother’s salvation. 


It is a good thing the father saw the prodigal son before his brother did, because if the elder brother had met him first, he probably would have told him to go out and get a job. In all likelihood, he would have said that his brother had a lot of nerve showing up back at home after the way he had broken his father’s heart. The last thing in the world the elder brother wanted to do was celebrate his brother’s return. He could hear the music, but there was no song in his joyless heart, and thus he refused to join the dance of reconciliation.






 

THE ELDER BROTHER’S RESENTMENT

This was something more than the usual sibling rivalry. Children naturally resent any show of favoritism, and older children get touchy any time their younger siblings are granted special privileges that they themselves were denied. But the elder brother’s complaint was especially bitter: “Look, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!” (Luke 15:29–30).


With these bitter words, all the years of secret resentment came pouring out. “I mean, what do you have to do to get a party around here?” This is what the elder brother wanted to know. “How come he got a cow, Dad, but I never even got a goat?” Once again, we see how lost the son was. He was lost because he resented the grace that his father lavished on that unworthy sinner, his second-born son.


What made this especially galling was that when the prodigal father threw a party for this prodigal son, he was spending the elder brother’s money. The father had already granted the elder son the legal right to everything that was left of his inheritance (see Luke 15:12), and therefore this banquet came at his own expense. This was more than the elder brother could bear. His motto was “No reconciliation without compensation.”3 Here is how David Gooding describes his attitude: “Generosity to a bankrupt but repentant prodigal was to him not an expression of his undeserved wealth as the heir of all the father had, but the squandering of hard-won earnings which he could not afford to give away.”4


Honestly, the elder brother had a good point. Look how faithful he had been in working on the family farm, and look how irresponsible his brother was. What kind of world would this be if people were rewarded for squandering their inheritance, while hardworking people got nothing in return for doing the right thing? Oh, the injustice of it all!


If his brother could go off, live a dissolute life, bring disgrace on the family, waste all his money and opportunities, and then come home, make some kind of a profession of repentance and immediately be received, made a fuss of, treated as if nothing had happened, indeed treated better than he had ever been in his life before, then that put a premium on sin and evil living. It made a mockery of all the long years of hard work that he himself had put in on the farm serving his father like a slave. If that was his father’s idea of forgiveness, of “saving the lost,” he wanted nothing to do with it.5





The elder brother’s recitation of his service record showed what high regard he had for his own obedience. In his own humble opinion, the elder brother thought he had done everything right. Certainly he had never disobeyed his father, or done anything that required repentance. If anyone needed to be forgiven, it certainly wasn’t he. All he wanted now was credit where credit was due (not to mention penance where penance was due). His self-righteous attitude reminds one of Mark Twain’s famous put-down, “He was a ‘good man’ in the worst sense of the word.”6


Was he really as righteous, however, as he thought he was (or said he was)? The elder brother accused his brother of squandering his inheritance on prostitutes. But how did he know this? It was nothing more than a scandalous assumption; the elder brother had no idea how his brother had wasted his money. 


In truth, his reckless accusation tells us more about his own wicked heart than it tells us about the prodigal son. Why was he talking about prostitutes? Probably because that is what he would have done with the money. Here was a man who prided himself on keeping the law, while at the same time cherishing adultery in his heart. The sin that he censured most vociferously may well have been the one that he most wanted to commit. If so, this was worse than what his little brother did, because at least that prodigal son was honest about how much he loved his sins.


The elder brother was completely lost: lost in his refusal to reconcile, lost in his rejection of his father’s joy, lost in his striving for self-salvation, lost in resentment for his brother’s reward, and lost in the unrighteous desires of his own sinful heart. But he was lost mostly because he rejected his sonship, seeing himself as a slave instead of a son.


This is clear already from his refusal to join the festivities. As the firstborn son, his presence would have been demanded on any festive occasion. In fact, it would have been customary for him to honor his father’s guests by serving them at the table, functioning almost like a head waiter.7 By refusing to take his place at the table, the elder brother was renouncing one of the responsibilities of his sonship. But what he said to his father was even worse. He did not even address him as his father, but rudely made his angry complaint. “Look, these many years I have served you, and I never disobeyed your command, yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fattened calf for him!” (Luke 15:29–30).


The word “look” is a direct challenge, virtually to the point of insolence. When the elder brother called the prodigal son “this son of yours,” rather than “this brother of mine,” he was denying the claims of brotherly love. This is hardly surprising; he had disowned his brother long ago. But when he called himself a servant, he was also denying the privileges of his own sonship. Now he was even more lost than his brother, and farther away from home, because he had no idea what it meant to be his father’s son. Indeed, it is clear from what he says that he regarded his loving father as a stingy slavedriver. 


The word that the elder brother used for service (douleuō) was commonly used for slave labor. He used this word because he had always been such a hard worker. He was the model son: staying at home, working in the family business, doing as he was told, succeeding in life where his brother had failed. The elder brother was the paragon of traditional morality, but in this moment of unguarded anger, he inadvertently revealed the true attitude of his heart. His relationship with his father had always been performance-based. His service had become a kind of slavery to him; he had never served in love, but only out of obligation. Now he demanded what he thought his duty deserved: he wanted his goat, and he wanted it now! According to his calculations, if he did not get the reward that he had earned, then everything he ever did for his father was wasted. Notice further that even if he did get his goat, he would not share it with his father at all; he only wanted to eat it with his friends! In this respect, he was no better than his younger brother: both sons wanted their father’s wealth, but not their father’s fellowship.


See how lost the elder brother was, and how far away he was from his father’s heart. Strangely enough, it was not the obviously evil son who refused to join the father’s feast, but the one who thought of himself as the “good” son. Even though he had kept the letter of the law (at least to his own satisfaction), he was still estranged from his father’s love. As Tim Keller explains, “it is not his badness keeping him out, but his goodness. It is not his sins that are keeping him from sharing in the feast of the Father so much as his righteousness. The elder brother in the end is lost not despite his good record, but because of it.”8 He did not understand that his father loved him because he loved him, not because of anything that he had done or ever could do.






 

THE PHARISEE WITHIN

The prodigal son’s elder brother is one of the most spiritually unattractive people in the entire Bible. He is stingy, self-pitying, resentful, proud, bitter, unrepentant, unforgiving, and unwilling to show grace to other sinners. The only thing he knew how to celebrate was his own accomplishments. In other words, he was a lot like the Pharisees, and probably a lot more like us than we usually dare to admit. 


The scribes and the Pharisees thought of themselves as model children who did as they were told. Certainly they never disobeyed their Father in heaven, or did anything that demanded costly repentance. Yet for that very reason their joyless hearts were estranged from the love of God. Because they did not see their own need for grace, they had no grace to give to anyone else.


Like the elder brother in the parable, the elders of Israel refused to reconcile their brothers and sisters to God. Rather than pursuing other sinners with the grace of God, they had retreated within the proud walls of their own spiritual community. David Gooding comments: “The Pharisees derived great personal satisfaction out of successfully keeping their own religious rules, but they had little interest in the joy of retrieving for God those who had broken God’s laws.”9


This suggests an excellent standard for evaluating our own heart for the lost. Are we running to meet the wandering sinners? When we find them, are they drawn to us the way sinners and tax collectors were drawn to Jesus? This is one of the noteworthy features of the ministry of our Lord: whereas moral people were sometimes put off by the company he kept, outcasts and reprobates were almost always drawn to him. When we live with the love of Christ, they will be drawn to us the same way. Here is how Tim Keller explains this principle:


The way to know that you are communicating and living the same gospel message of Jesus is that “younger brothers” are more attracted to you than elder brothers. This is a very searching test, because almost always, our churches are not like that. The kind of people attracted to Jesus are not attracted to us. We only attract conservative, buttoned-down, moral people. The licentious, the “liberated,” the broken, the people out of the mainstream very much despise us. That can only mean one thing. We may think we understand the gospel of Jesus, but we don’t. If we don’t see the same effect Jesus saw, then we lack the same message Jesus had. If our churches aren’t filled with younger brothers, then we must be more like the elder brother than we like to think.10





Like the elder brother in the parable, the elders of Israel resented the welcome that Jesus gave to the people they called “sinners.” When Jesus sat down to share table fellowship with tax collectors and other infamous individuals, the Pharisees thought it was practically immoral. If there was one thing they never did, it was to eat with sinners. So they refused to join the celebration of Jesus in welcoming lost sinners.


Notice the connection that Jesus was making. The objection that the Pharisees raised back in verse 2—“This man receives sinners and eats with them”—is exactly the same objection that the elder brother raised against his father the day his brother came home: the old man was receiving a sinner. Even worse, he was eating with his pig-farmer of a son.


The reason the Pharisees sounded so much like the elder brother was that they had made the same underlying spiritual mistake. By telling this parable, Jesus was doing something more than telling the Pharisees that they had the wrong attitude. He was also analyzing why—why they did not have any love for the lost or very much joy in their worship, even though they prided themselves on all the things they were doing for God. It was because they had never embraced the Father’s grace for them as sinners and love for them as sons. They thought they could be justified by the merits of their own legalistic obedience. Thus they claimed that they had never broken the law and boasted of their long hard years of slaving away for God. Here is how Norval Geldenhuys explains what Jesus was saying about the Pharisees in his parable of the two lost sons:


The Savior effectively depicts the whole attitude of the Pharisees—for they also are inwardly estranged from God and have allowed their religion to degenerate into slavish bondage and self-righteousness. While they themselves remain spiritually cold and far removed from God, they despise and avoid persons like the “publicans” and sinners who in their eyes are no longer worthy to be members of the real people of Israel. . . . Jesus reveals the root of the error of the Pharisees and scribes by making them feel that God’s attitude towards men is not paid for through so-called meritorious works like slavish observance of the Law and faithful compliance with outward forms, but through His love and grace towards everyone who truly turns to God and thus comes into real inward communion with Him.11





What the Pharisees failed to understand is that people who try to be law-keepers are just as guilty as people who know that they are lawbreakers. It is not just the prodigal sons who need to be forgiven, but also the elder brothers. It is not just sin that keeps us from being found in the love of God, but also self-righteousness. As B. B. Warfield once wrote, “the Father in heaven has no righteous children on earth; His grace is needed for all, and most of all for those who dream they have no need of it.”12 Tim Keller said it like this: there are “two kinds of people, and thus two kinds of running from God and fathers, but still just one way home.”13


How often we find ourselves thinking like the elder brother! We ignore the desperate situation of people who are spiritually lost, not pursuing relationships that might reconcile them to God. We look down on people who are outside the church, and thus we are unable to attract them with Christ-like love. We have an outward reputation for doing the right thing, but inside our hearts are cold to God. We cherish secret sins, including some we have never committed, but certainly would if we could get away with it. We want more recognition for what we are doing, and resent it when we do not get the praise we think we deserve. We get angry when others are elevated and we get overlooked. Even if we believe that we are saved by grace, our inner Pharisee drags us back into making a performance-based assessment of the Christian life, in which our standing with God rises or falls based on the fulfillment of our religious duties.


Rather than seeing ourselves as desperately needy sinners, we see ourselves as people who basically do what God wants us to do. We think that we are good people who deserve a greater reward, not bad people who can be saved only by grace. Even if we first came to God like the prodigal son, we have gradually turned into the elder brother. This is evident from our lack of joy in the worship of God, from our judgmental remarks about people who do not meet our moral standards, from the self-righteous assumptions we make about our own spiritual accomplishments, and from the way we misrepresent the gospel. Rather than telling people to “come and clean up” the way Jesus did, we give them the impression that they have to “clean up and come,” as if anyone could ever come to God on the basis of their own self-improvement.14


If only we could see how lost we are, even if we think we are living with the Father. If only we understood how much damage our self-righteousness does to our relationship with God. If only we learned how to repent of our supposed righteousness as well as our sinful depravity. If only we knew that we need as much grace as anyone does. J. C. Ryle said, “The man who really feels that we all stand by grace and are all debtors, and that the best of us has nothing to boast of, and has nothing which he has not received—such a man will not be found talking like the ‘elder brother.’”15






 

THE FATHER’S JOY

There were two lost sons in this family, and the father loved them both—not just the one who went off to a far country, but also the one who stayed home. As lost as the elder brother was, he could not escape his father’s love. For when in his anger he refused to enter the house and celebrate his brother’s return, “his father came out and entreated him” (Luke 15:28).


Here was another costly demonstration of the father’s unexpected love. Once again, a beloved son is lost in sin—not a sin of self-indulgence, like his younger brother, but of self-righteousness. Yet once again the prodigal father goes out to find his lost son—not waiting for him to come home, but going out with more of the grace he kept giving and giving away.


The father does this at the cost of his own humiliation, because when the elder brother failed to join the party, he brought shame to his entire family. His refusal was a personal and public insult to his father, to his longlost brother, and to all of their invited guests. Kenneth Bailey compares it to a son starting a shouting match with his father at his sister’s wedding reception—it simply wasn’t done!16 Ordinarily a father who received such an insult would ignore his son entirely, or else have him restrained so that he could deal with him later. But here is how Bailey describes the father’s loving response: 


Once again he demonstrates a willingness to endure shame and self-emptying love in order to reconcile. . . . It is almost impossible to convey the shock that must have reverberated through the banquet hall when the father deliberately left his guests, humiliated himself before all, and went out in the courtyard to try to reconcile his older son. . . . The same self-emptying sacrificial love is demonstrated visibly and dramatically on the same day in similar ways for two different sons with different kinds of needs. . . . Earlier in the day, the father paid the price of self-emptying love in order to reconcile the prodigal to himself. Now he must pay the same price to try to win the older son.17





The father’s approach was ever so gentle. Rather than reproaching the elder brother, he “entreated” him, tenderly trying to reconcile him to his family. When he addressed his firstborn and called him “Son,” he used the term of endearment (teknon) that a father would use with a young boy, as if to say, “my dear child.” Not only did this remind the elder brother of his proper place in the family, but it also spoke to him of his father’s love. The welcoming father appealed to his boy with all his affection, pleading with him to come back home to his fatherly heart.


Then the prodigal father opened wide the storehouse of his grace. He reminded the elder brother of all the blessings he enjoyed in his father’s house. He said, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours” (Luke 15:31). What more could any son want? Everything that belonged to his father belonged to him. He had it all, every day: the best robe in the house, the ring of inheritance, the shoes of sonship. Even the fatted calf was his to enjoy, if only he would come and sit down for dinner. But more than any of that, he had a son’s greatest blessing, which was his father’s love. He was always with his father. So rather than thinking about how much this would cost him, the elder brother should have been thinking about how much he already had: the father-son relationship that was his to enjoy every day of his life.


Now his father was calling him to share more fully in his fatherly joy by rejoicing in his brother’s return. He said, “It was fitting to celebrate and be glad, for this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found” (Luke 15:32). Indeed, it was more than fitting to celebrate: it was necessary, as the original Greek term (edei) indicates. This simply had to be done—not because the prodigal son deserved it, but because the father’s love demanded it. Now his love demanded both of his sons to share in his joy. “This your brother” (Luke 15:32), the father said, drawing the elder brother back into the family. 


In this joyous invitation we see how much love Jesus still had for the Pharisees. They too were invited to share in the joy of salvation, if only they would embrace the Father’s heart for lost sinners and come to Jesus in repentance and faith. Praise God! It is not just the prodigal sons that Jesus loves, but also the elder brothers.


What good news this is for both kinds of sinners. Like the prodigal son, some of us are law-breakers; we like to wander in the far country of sin. Others are more like the elder brother; we pride ourselves on keeping the law, even though our hearts may be just as far from the Father’s love. I am both of those kinds of sinners, and maybe you are too. I am the selfish son who wants to go off and sin; I am also the stingy brother who prides myself on doing my duty. But there is grace for me in the Father’s love. Everything that belongs to him now belongs to me through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. He is always with me, by the presence of his Spirit. There is boundless joy for me, if only I will have it: joy in the forgiveness God has for me as a prodigal son, joy in the grace he has for me as an elder brother, and joy in the mercy he has for other lost sinners.






 

WRITING YOUR OWN ENDING

We will never know how the elder brother responded to his father’s entreaty. Did he come inside and join the celebration? Or did he stay outside, sullenly insisting on his own superior righteousness? Jesus deliberately left this part of the story untold. The parable has no ending, happy or otherwise.


In effect, Jesus was telling the Pharisees an unfinished parable and giving them the opportunity to write the ending into the story of their own lives. The real question was not what the elder brother would do, but what they would do. Would they continue to think that they were so much better than everyone else that they were not even sinners? Would they continue to criticize Jesus for welcoming people they thought were unworthy of his grace? Or would they come back to their Father God in repentance, admitting their own need for grace? Would they share in the joy of the Father’s welcome by receiving other sinners with as much grace as Jesus was willing to offer them? 


For us the most important question is how the parable will end in our own lives. How will I respond to the Father’s welcome? Will I share my Father’s joy by repenting of my sin and acknowledging that I am both the prodigal son and the elder brother? Will I share his joy by confessing my need for the grace that he offers through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ? Will I share his joy by pleading with people to be reconciled to God through faith in Jesus Christ? Will I rejoice every time I hear a testimony of someone coming to faith in Christ? Will I offer the Father’s welcome to prodigal children, both inside and outside the church? Henri Nouwen writes:


As long as I keep looking at God as a landowner, as a father who wants to get the most out of me for the least cost, I cannot but become jealous, bitter, and resentful toward my fellow workers or my brothers and sisters. But if I am able to look at the world with the eyes of God’s love and discover that God’s vision is not that of a stereotypical landowner or patriarch but rather that of an all-giving and forgiving father who does not measure out his love to his children according to how well they behave, then I quickly see that my only true response can be deep gratitude.18





One Sunday after I had preached on the prodigal son our family walked home for lunch. It was a simple meal, but somewhat more festive than usual because it was my son Jack’s fifth birthday. During lunch Jack’s older brother Josh asked what he could have to drink. “Anything in the refrigerator,” I said magnanimously, without stopping to consider all of the implications.


Josh is the kind of person who likes to know what all his options are, and after rummaging around in the refrigerator for several minutes, he returned in triumph, brandishing a large bottle of sparkling apple cider. “Can I have this?” he demanded.


When everyone was finished laughing, I said, “I guess I didn’t stop to think about what was in the fridge. I’m not sure you can have that,” I continued cautiously—“we were saving it for a special occasion.”


“But, Dad,” Josh said, “this is a special occasion. It’s Jack’s birthday!” When he could see that I was starting to waver, he came through with the clincher, called to mind by that morning’s sermon: “Come on, Dad, kill him the fatted calf!”


Realizing that I was on the losing end of this argument, I called for the bottle opener, poured the sparkling cider into paper birthday cups, and proposed a family toast: “To James Maxwell Ryken, a favored son in his father’s house.”


After we had touched our cups and downed our drinks, I proposed another toast. This one was for Josh, who had done exactly what an elder brother should do: he had celebrated his brother’s sonship and reveled in his father’s joy. Admittedly, this was in his own self-interest, because Josh wanted a taste of the bubbly himself. But that is exactly the point of the parable: a party for one is a party for all. The elder brother has nothing to lose in welcoming home the prodigal son, and only joy to gain.


We see this most clearly when we consider the saving work of Jesus Christ as our elder brother. The Scripture says that by virtue of both his humanity and his charity, Jesus rejoices to call himself our brother (Heb. 2:11). As our brother, he has offered full and perfect obedience to the Father—not self-righteousness, but righteousness itself. Rather than clutching to his Father’s riches, he gave them all up to come looking for lost sinners. At the expense of his own life, he has given us the robe of his righteousness, the ring to his kingdom, and the feast of his grace.


Now the prodigal God is welcoming us into the embrace of his fatherly love. He is calling us back from the far country of our sin. He is pleading with us to set aside our self-righteousness and join him in receiving other sinners. Will you taste the banquet of his joy?
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 YOUR MONEY OR YOUR LIFE

Luke 16:1–13


“No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.” (Luke 16:13)


You can use your money to win friends or to make enemies. Basketball star Latrell Sprewell put himself in the latter category one season by demanding a bigger contract from the Minnesota Timberwolves. Sprewell told the media he was disgusted with his one-year, $14.6 million contract. When a reporter asked why he didn’t try to help his team win an NBA championship first and then worry about getting a better contract, Mr. Sprewell said, “Why would I want to help them win a title? They’re not doing anything for me. I’m at risk. I have a lot of risk here. I got my family to feed.”


Needless to say, $14.6 million was more than enough money to feed Mr. Sprewell and his family. But when your money becomes your life, you never think you have enough. Rather than using it to do some spiritual good, and to make some everlasting friends in the process, you end up wasting it all on yourself.


What, then, will you do with your money? This is the very practical issue that Jesus raises at the beginning of Luke 16. If chapter 15 dealt with wrong attitudes towards people, chapter 16 is about wrong attitudes toward possessions. If we do not master our money by using it for the glory of God, then it will master us, and we will end up bankrupt for eternity.






 

THE DISHONEST MANAGER


Jesus taught this simple lesson by telling a parable and then applying it to daily life. But the parable itself is not so simple. Indeed, few other parables have caused as much perplexity or received as many interpretations as this one. There are a number of difficulties with “the parable of the unjust steward,” as it is often called, but perhaps the biggest problem is that on a first reading Jesus seems to be encouraging the greedy pursuit of selfish gain and the unethical practice of business. Obviously, this cannot be right. So we need to go back and study the parable carefully to see what it says (and what it does not say).


In chapter 15 Jesus had been speaking to the Pharisees about the joy of God in finding what is lost. Now he turns his attention back to his disciples: “He also said to the disciples” (Luke 16:1). Very likely this group included the tax collectors who had been coming to hear Jesus teach (see Luke 15:1). These wealthy men would have had a natural interest in a story about someone’s finances, as well as a genuine need for good spiritual instruction about what to do with all their money. So Jesus told them a story about a business relationship gone bad: “There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges were brought to him that this man was wasting his possessions. And he called him and said to him, ‘What is this that I hear about you? Turn in the account of your management, for you can no longer be manager’” (Luke 16:1–2).


This kind of situation is familiar to anyone in business. An executive is accused of mismanagement. He is guilty of the misappropriation of funds, or embezzlement, or he has mishandled his business in some other way. In this case, the manager was “wasting” his master’s possessions—the same word (diaskorpizō) that Jesus used to describe how the prodigal son squandered his father’s inheritance. But whatever he has done, or failed to do, the manager is charged with wrongdoing. His superior rightly demands an immediate explanation, and if he finds out that the allegation is true, then the man will have to leave the organization. He will be given notice and told to return company property. In a word, he will be fired. 


This time the accusations were all true. The manager was guilty. We know this because of the way he reacted, and also because later Jesus describes him as “the dishonest manager” (Luke 16:8). He knew full well that when he handed over the books, his master would discover that they didn’t balance. So rather than trying to defend himself, he started looking to land another position as soon as he could.


Needless to say, someone who was out of a job in those days was not about to get any kind of severance package or collect unemployment benefits. So “the manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do, since my master is taking the management away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg’” (Luke 16:3). The man was in a bad situation. He had been working at a desk job in finance, and he knew that he did not have the physical stamina to do hard manual labor. The man was a white collar worker all the way, and he thought that a blue collar job would just about kill him. Nor did he have any interest in becoming a beggar. He had lost his job, but he was not about to lose his dignity. Still, he had to do something to maintain his standard of living. What could he do?


Suddenly the man had an idea: “I have decided what to do, so that when I am removed from management, people may receive me into their houses” (Luke 16:4). There was not a moment to lose: in order to carry out his plan, he needed to act before his termination became public knowledge. “So summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he said to the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’ He said, ‘A hundred measures of oil.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill, and sit down quickly and write fifty.’ Then he said to another, ‘And how much do you owe?’ He said, ‘A hundred measures of wheat.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill, and write eighty’” (Luke 16:5–7).


This plan may not have been very honest, but it certainly was shrewd. While the estate manager still had control of the books, he would call in the people who owed his master money and write off some of their debts. He could not write them off entirely, but he would reduce them enough to save people a lot of money. The amounts involved here were substantial: nearly a thousand gallons of oil and more than a thousand bushels of wheat—more than a full year’s wages for the average earner.


It was a brilliant scheme. The master’s debtors had no reason to suspect that the manager was acting dishonestly. Everything seemed perfectly aboveboard. After all, the manager was their creditor’s personal representative, and if he wanted to reduce their debt, that was his business. They were just grateful to have the books fixed in their favor—so grateful that they would feel personally indebted to the manager. He had made friends with his master’s money. Later, when he was out of a job and needed a place to stay, he could ask them to return the favor.


Today the Securities and Exchange Commission would convict this manager for financial fraud. Admittedly, some commentators have tried to defend his actions. They have speculated that he was simply giving up his own commission in these transactions, or that he had been overcharging people and had decided to stop pocketing the difference. However, that kind of money would have been “under the table,” not written into any contract.1 Others have said that he was canceling the interest part of a loan, which he had been charging in goods rather than money so as to avoid breaking the old laws against usury (see Deut. 23:19–20).2 Yet, this too was unlawful. The man’s actions speak for themselves: he was stealing money from his master, and this was morally wrong. Besides, Jesus plainly identifies him as “the dishonest manager” (Luke 16:8).


The manager’s deception makes his master’s response all the more surprising: “The master commended the dishonest manager for his shrewdness” (Luke 16:8). We would expect the master to be angry, and maybe he was. Now that new notes had been legally executed, there was no way for him to recover his losses. But as he thought about what his former manager had done, he could not help but admire how resourceful he had been in planning for his unemployment. Though he could hardly credit the man for his honesty or integrity, when it came to shrewdness, he had to give the man his due.


There is a legitimate moral difference between saying,“I applaud the clever steward because he acted dishonestly,” and saying, “I applaud the dishonest steward because he acted cleverly.”3 The master was saying the latter, not the former, and this is the key to understanding the parable. Jesus was not coming out in favor of fraud, or telling us that it is right to cheat people. He was not saying that dishonesty is the best policy. Instead, he was giving an example of how clever worldly people can be when they act in their own best interest. 


Jesus used this story to set up some very practical advice about how to use our money for spiritual gain. There are three principles in this parable: first, use your worldly wealth to make everlasting friends (Luke 16:9); second, be faithful with what you have so you can receive something even better (Luke 16:10–12); and third, do not make money your master (Luke 16:13).






 

FRIENDS FOREVER

We have already seen how shrewd the manager was. According to Jesus, this is typical of the way unbelievers operate: “For the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than the sons of light” (Luke 16:8). The “sons of this world” are people who belong to this world, who have not yet received the free gift of eternal life through faith in Jesus Christ. Such people are usually very skillful at doing things for their own advantage. Unburdened by the high claims of a godly conscience, they pour all their energy into getting ahead in life. They know how unbelievers operate and can use this to their earthly advantage.


Christians tend to be far less shrewd when it comes to worldly matters. In fact, sometimes we are so naïve that people can easily take advantage of us. But worldly matters are not the matters that really matter! The most important thing is getting ready for eternity. If only people would give as much attention to their eternal souls as they give to their earthly business! Jesus said, “I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of unrighteous wealth, so that when it fails they may receive you into the eternal dwellings” (Luke 16:9). In other words, use your worldly wealth to make everlasting friends.


It is possible that Jesus was speaking ironically here. If so, then he was saying something like this: “Go ahead and do what the dishonest manager did: use your money to make as many friends as you can for as long as you can. But just see if they can save you when the time comes.” The implication, of course, is that they will not be able to save you at all; they have no eternal lodgings where they can receive you. It seems better, however, to take what Jesus says as a straightforward affirmation of the way to get ready for the life to come. Jesus was speaking to his disciples at this point, not to “the sons of this world,” and he was drawing an analogy between the way the manager prepared for his unemployment and the way we ought to prepare for eternity. 


Time is running out for us, as it was running out for the manager; only what we will lose is not just a job: we will lose life itself. Jesus did not say “when it fails” in verse 9, referring to the “unrighteous wealth,” but literally “when you fail,” referring to our own inevitable demise. Everyone must be prepared to leave it all behind, and in the meantime, we are called to use our money in a way that shows we have the right eternal priorities. Are you willing to act decisively in your spiritual interest, the way the manager acted in his financial interest? Augustine asked, “Why did the Lord Jesus Christ present this parable to us? He surely did not approve of that cheat of a servant who cheated his master, stole from him and did not make it up from his own pocket. . . . Why did the Lord set this before us? It is not because that servant cheated but because he exercised foresight for the future. . . . He was insuring himself for a life that was going to end.” Then Augustine pressed his point home with a practical question: “Would you not insure yourself for eternal life?”4


The point is not that we can buy our way to heaven. Heaven’s only entrance requirement is faith in Jesus Christ, who has paid the price by dying on the cross for our sins. Jesus has opened the door by rising from the dead and going ahead of us into glory. But the Bible also speaks of the blessedness that is the right and proper reward for the obedience of our faith. We are called to obey God in the godly use of our wealth. J. C. Ryle said, “a right use of our money in this world, from right motives, will be for our benefit in the world to come. It will not justify us. It will not bear the severity of God’s judgment, any more than other good works. But it shall be an evidence of our grace, which shall befriend our souls.”5 What happens to us then will depend in some way on what we do with what we have now.


Jesus describes our money as “unrighteous wealth” (Luke 16:9). His word for “wealth” is the old word “mammon” (Aramaic, mamon), which refers to someone’s material possessions. Mammon is everything we have that we cannot take with us. Here Jesus called it “unrighteous” mammon, which is surprising because money itself is value-neutral: it can be used for either good or evil purposes. Maybe Jesus said this “because injustice is so often involved in the accumulation and use of earthly possessions.”6 But whatever reasons he had for saying it, he advises us to use our worldly wealth for spiritual gain, spending it wisely before we have to leave it all behind.


This advice is contrary to every impulse of a consumer culture. When people know they are running out of time, they usually spend more on themselves, not less. They are like the precocious child in a well-known comic strip. As Calvin and his friend Hobbes contemplate a snowman they have made, Hobbes comments, “This snowman doesn’t look very happy.” “He’s not,” Calvin says. “He knows it’s just a matter of time before he melts. The sun ignores his existence. He feels his existence is meaningless.” Hobbes responds by asking if existence is really as meaningless as the snowman thinks it is. “Nope,” Calvin replies. “He’s about to buy a big-screen TV.”7 This is the way many people operate. They are living for the moment, not for eternity, and when from time to time they sense the meaninglessness of their existence, they just go out and buy something to make themselves feel better.


Jesus advises us to make a better investment. He tells us to use our money to make friends that will last forever. The dishonest manager hoped he would be welcomed into the homes of people he had helped in his line of business. We are hoping to be welcomed into everlasting glory, and if we have used our money wisely, friends will be waiting there to receive us.


Maybe the “friends” Jesus has in mind are the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. More likely they are fellow human beings we have befriended by giving help in time of need. We will see them when we get to heaven: the victims of a natural disaster whom we helped by sending emergency relief; members of distant tribes who heard the gospel through a missionary we supported or a Bible translation we funded; sex addicts and drug addicts who were saved through a ministry that we helped to start; people across the country who came to Christ through a radio broadcast we financed; people who were converted in the church where we tithed, giving at least a full 10 percent of our gross income to the preaching of the gospel. 


These are the kinds of friends Jesus advises us to make with our worldly wealth: people who will call us friends on the day of Jesus Christ. Norval Geldenhuys asks: “Do we use our worldly possessions in such a manner that there will be persons in Eternity who will be glad to receive us? Or will there be numbers who will point accusing fingers at us because we neglected or injured them through our unfaithful conduct in connection with the earthly goods entrusted to us?”8 The only investment we can make that will give us the joy of everlasting friendship is an investment in the kingdom of God.






 

FAITHFUL IS AS FAITHFUL DOES


Sometimes Christians say they would give more to help the poor and spread the gospel if only they had more to give. “I don’t have that much money right now,” people say, “but if I had a million dollars, I would give so much to the church and so much to my favorite ministry.” Such talk can be cheap, but there is an easy way to find out whether it is really true. The way to see what we would do with more is to see what we do with what we already have. Jesus said, “One who is faithful in a very little is also faithful in much, and one who is dishonest in a very little is also dishonest in much” (Luke 16:10). This is a second principle for life and money: be faithful with what you have so that you can receive something even better.


This principle has many real-life applications. Generally speaking, people who are trustworthy in carrying out some small responsibility can also be trusted to do something bigger, as long as it is something they are gifted to do. People who are faithful with a little can be trusted with a lot.


This is true in any human enterprise, but especially true in ministry. I remember a time when I became aware of an acute pastoral need in my congregation—a church member who was having real trouble in life. As I began to think about what the elders and deacons could do to help, I discovered that one of our pastoral interns was already giving most of the care that was needed, and had been giving it on a regular basis for quite some time. This told me virtually everything I needed to know about the intern’s readiness for pastoral ministry. He had been faithful with a little, even when no one was watching, and when the time was right, God would trust him with much more. 


On the other hand, people who fail to follow through on small commitments do not somehow rise to the occasion when they have something more important to do. On the contrary, they are just as irresponsible as always, only the consequences will be much worse, because more people are counting on them. I remember the time a friend tried to get me to cover up an accident that threatened to cost our student organization a substantial amount of money. “Now, Phil,” he said, “before you tell them what happened, let’s think about what to say.” I knew right then that he was the kind of man who could not fully be trusted.


Character is built by the little choices we make to keep our commitments, or else to cut corners in life, compromising our integrity. Jesus calls us to be faithful in the little things. By way of example, consider how Coach John Wooden started basketball practice every year at UCLA. He always began by showing his players the right way to put on their socks: two pairs, not just one, with the creases aligned with the toes so as to prevent any blisters. Mr. Wooden won ten NCAA championships—not because he was an expert on socks, but because he was faithful in the little things, and therefore also the big things.


The same principle applies to the spiritual life. Be faithful in doing whatever God has called you to do. Even if what you are doing for the Lord seems insignificant, do it in an excellent way. Work as hard when people are not watching as when they are. Pray for God’s help. Take good spiritual care of the people right next to you. Be grateful for any sign of God’s blessing, however small. Do not give in to little temptations that erode the purity of holiness. Keep your promises. Fulfill your commitments. Finish what you start.


Nowhere is faithfulness more important than in the use we make of our material possessions, because what we do with our money always reveals what is really in our hearts. Jesus said: “If then you have not been faithful in the unrighteous wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches? And if you have not been faithful in that which is another’s, who will give you that which is your own?” (Luke 16:11–12). 


Jesus makes several comparisons here, and we should consider each one carefully. He is still talking about what we do with the little and the much. Somewhat surprisingly, the little thing here is what we do with our “unrighteous wealth.” Most of us think of our worldly wealth as a big thing, not a little thing, but as far as God is concerned, it is one of the little areas of everyday faithfulness. Yet what we do with our wealth turns out to be a big thing because it is tied to our eternal destiny. When Jesus speaks here about “true riches,” he is referring to the treasures of the kingdom. The point is that if we are unfaithful with something as small as our earthly income, then God cannot trust us to be faithful with what he has in heaven, where his people will rule over angels and kingdoms (see 2 Tim. 2:12). Be faithful with what you have, here and now, so you can receive something even better when the time comes.


In verse 12 Jesus makes a slightly different comparison: he compares what belongs to someone else with what belongs to us. We might have expected Jesus to say this the other way around: “If you have not been faithful with what is your own, how can you be trusted with what belongs to someone else?” However, Jesus is still talking about money here, and the point is that we are only stewards, not owners. What we have does not belong to us; it belongs to God. Like the manager in the parable, we are looking after something for our master. We need to be faithful in this stewardship. If we are not faithful, how could we ever be trusted with something of our own, namely, the riches that God has for us in heaven? J. C. Ryle said, “He who is dishonest and unfaithful in the discharge of his duties on earth, must not expect to have heavenly treasure, or to be saved.”9 Even more dramatically, he said: “unfaithfulness in money transactions is a sure evidence of a rotten state of soul.”10


Whether we have a little or a lot, the money we have is a sacred trust, and our destiny depends on what we do with it. We are using borrowed goods, living on borrowed time. Therefore, said Martin Luther:





We must use all these things upon earth in no other way than as a guest who travels through the land and comes to a hotel where he must lodge overnight. He takes only food and lodging from the host, and he says not that the property of the host belongs to him. Just so should we also treat our temporal possessions, as if they were not ours, and enjoy only so much of them as we need to nourish the body and then help our neighbors with the balance.11









 

ONLY ONE MASTER

We will never be able to exercise good stewardship unless we have mastered our money, instead of being mastered by it. So Jesus took everything he had been saying about the faithful use of possessions and summarized it in these famous words: “No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money” (Luke 16:13). This is a third principle for your money and your life: do not make money your master, but bring yourself and everything you have under the mastery of Jesus Christ.


Jesus knows the spiritual power of possessions. When he speaks about “money” in this verse he is once again using the word “mammon” (Greek, mamōnas), which refers to everything we own. We can use what we have for the glory of God, but we can also use it to serve almost any idol we choose. Therefore, money has the power to dominate our hearts. Are we enslaved to material things—to buying and selling them, to holding on to them and taking the trouble to look after them—or are we using them in the service of God? This is one of the ways to evaluate our true spiritual condition. Every time we reach into our pocketbooks we are pulling something out of our hearts.


There is no middle ground here. We would prefer to do the very thing Jesus tells us we cannot do: serve God and money. If only we could serve God with some of our money and then serve ourselves with the rest of it. Better yet, if only we could use most of it for ourselves and then give God whatever is left! But Jesus says we have to choose. Our hearts have the capacity for only one dominating love. This affection, and this affection alone, is what we will serve. The word Jesus uses for serving (Greek, douleuein) denotes the servitude a slave is obligated to give his master. Money wants to enslave us. The best way to destroy its spiritual power is to give it over to God and use it only for his glory. 


This does not mean that we can never spend anything on ourselves, or on the people we love. Our own needs and the needs of the people in our care are part of what God is doing in the world. Nor does it mean that Christians can never be wealthy. Money can be used to accomplish spiritual good, and in certain instances God gives people the capacity to generate wealth so they can finance kingdom work. But Jesus does mean that we must first surrender everything we have to God, so that he can use what we have the way he wants to use it.


A good place to begin is by tithing to Christian work. Imagine how much spiritual good the church could do—both locally and nationally—if Christians gave a full 10 percent instead of the barely 2 percent that average evangelicals give in America.12 But do not stop there! Give a higher and higher percentage as you grow in the grace of sacrificial giving to the Savior who gave his own life for your sins.


The rest of what we own also belongs to God. If we are using it wisely, then our expenditures will be able to pass some simple tests: Does this purchase reflect my ultimate spiritual priorities? Does it take adequate account of the world’s great need for the gospel? Is it the best use of my money, or is there someone somewhere in the world who needs it more than I do? Is this the way I would spend my money if Jesus were right here with me right now (as in fact he is)? Is this an expense that will seem like a good investment in the light of eternity? When our spending meets these standards, we are in a good position to honor God with our money.


Do not let money master you, but bring yourself and everything you have under the mastery of Jesus Christ. Remember how many riches he left behind to be your Savior. Remember his own great expense in giving his blood for your sins on the cross. Believe that Jesus has your best interests at heart when he tells you not to waste your money or your life. He is not trying to rob you of any joy, but to give you more joy by giving you more of himself.


It is wise to follow the good spiritual and financial advice engraved on the tombstone of Thomas Lowes in the ruins of Edinburgh’s Holyrood Abbey:


One instance among thousands
 Of the uncertainty of human life
 And the instability of earthly possessions
 And enjoyments.
 Born to ample property
 He for several years experienced
 A distressing reverse of fortune
 And no sooner was he restored to
 His former affluence
 Than it pleased Divine Providence
 To withdraw this together with his life.
 READER
 Be thou taught by this
 To seek those riches which never can fail
 And those pleasures
 Which are at God’s right hand
 For evermore
 The gracious gift of God
 And to be enjoyed through faith
 In JESUS CHRIST our Savior.13
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 THE LAW, THE GOSPEL, AND THE KINGDOM


Luke 16:14–18


“The Law and the Prophets were until John; since then the good news of the kingdom of God is preached, and everyone forces his way into it. But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one dot of the Law to become void.” (Luke 16:16–17)


The human heart was made to love God, who is infinite in all his perfections, and thus we have within us the capacity for a vast affection. We are designed to love the Supreme Being supremely. However, there is room in our hearts for one and only one predominating affection. There may be many things we love, but one of them must have the controlling influence, because our hearts were made to serve under the mastery of only one governing desire. Jesus said, “No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money” (Luke 16:13).


Anyone who has ever tried to work for two bosses knows how impossible it is to satisfy two different sets of demands. So it is with God and money. God demands that we worship him alone and live to serve others, but money demands that we work for what the world has to offer and live for ourselves. How could anyone serve both demands at the same time? Yet this is precisely what many people try to do:


Thousands on every side are continually trying to do the thing which Christ pronounces impossible. They are endeavouring to be friends of the world and friends of God at the same time. Their consciences are so far enlightened, that they feel they must have some religion. But their affections are so chained down to earthly things, that they never come up to the mark of being true Christians. And hence they live in a state of constant discomfort. They have too much religion to be happy in the world, and they have too much of the world in their hearts to be happy in their religion.1





Maybe these haunting words explain why sometimes life is so disappointing for us. We love God too much to be satisfied with the world, but we love our money too much to find our true joy in God.






 

THE RIDICULE OF THE PHARISEES


The Pharisees were like that. They were busy doing many things for God, but in their heart of hearts they loved money more than they ever loved God. As a result, they disagreed with most of the things Jesus said about money.


Jesus had just finished teaching and then applying the parable of the unjust steward (Luke 16:1–13). He was giving his disciples an eternal perspective on their earthly possessions. He had warned them to plan for the future, using their worldly wealth to gain everlasting friends. He had also encouraged them to be faithful with what they had so that one day they would be ready to manage the true riches of God. Then he had spoken with them about the mutually exclusive mastery of God and money.


The Pharisees heard what Jesus said about all this, but rather than letting it rule their hearts, they only sneered at him. This set the stage for another important exchange between Jesus and his leading opponents within the religious community—an exchange in which we hear the ridicule of the Pharisees (Luke 16:14), the rebuke of Jesus (Luke 16:15), and the only way to get right with God (Luke 16:16–18).


Earlier the Pharisees had scoffed at Jesus for being soft on sin. Back at the beginning of chapter 15 they grumbled about the way he was receiving tax collectors and eating with sinners. Obviously Jesus was much too lenient with people who were not even religious. Now the Pharisees had nearly the opposite complaint. By speaking against the love of money, he was being so strict that it was almost laughable. “The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all these things, and they ridiculed him” (Luke 16:14). Here Luke shows us the real motivation of these religious leaders: they were in love with money, and this explains why they had so much scorn for what Jesus said about serving only one master.


If we are not in love with Jesus, then we must be more in love with someone or something else. It is what we love that keeps us away from Jesus, and what the Pharisees loved was money, as well as all the things they wanted to do with it.


Maybe these men ridiculed Jesus because he was poor. The Pharisees generally believed that material prosperity was a status sign of spiritual success. As far as they were concerned, one of the best ways to tell if God was pleased was to look at one’s annual income. They wanted to listen only to teachers who were rich, like today’s health and wealth preachers with their fancy clothes and fine automobiles. By this standard Jesus was an obvious failure. How could such a poor man prove that he had God’s blessing, and what could he possibly teach them about God and money? Of course Jesus was criticizing the wealthy: poor people always do!


Or maybe the Pharisees ridiculed Jesus because they had an uneasy conscience about their money and how they had obtained it. People typically scoff at things they find threatening, and the fact that the Pharisees were scoffing at Jesus suggests that they felt threatened by what he was saying about the love of money. These men made a sharp division between the sacred and the secular. They said they were serious about following God, but this was only in a narrow range of religious duties. When it came to their secular business, they were trying to get ahead in life just like everyone else. They were trying to serve both God and money, and they thought it was absurd for Jesus to say they had to make a choice.


Which master are you serving? Is Jesus Christ the master of your heart, or are you still slaving away for money? Here are some warning signs that we are more in love with money than we are with God:


when we are anxious about our finances, not trusting God to provide for our needs today and tomorrow, we are in love with money and its power to make us feel more secure;





when our lives are so full of work that we have to say “no” to Christian service, we are in love with money and have given it mastery over our schedule;





when we find our thoughts returning again and again to something we are hoping to buy, we are in love with money and its power to get us what we think we want;





when we make employment decisions that are spiritually unwise for ourselves and our families, we are in love with money and our plans for getting more of it;





when we find ourselves wishing we had some material possession that God has given to someone else, we are in love with money and the status or convenience or pleasure it seems to bring;





when we spend more time complaining about what we do not have than rejoicing in what we do have, we are in love with money and depend on our possessions rather than on God to give us contentment and joy;





when it seems difficult or even impossible to give up something we want in order to give a full biblical tithe or to make a sacrificial gift to Christian work, we are more in love with money than we are with the gospel and what it can do to change the world.





The presence or absence of these warning signs will indicate whether God is our strongest affection, or whether we need to confess that we have the kind of love affair with money that can destroy our souls.






 

THE REBUKE OF JESUS


We are generally inclined to think that the love of money is only a small moral failing, that it is much farther down the list of evil deeds than something like cursing against God or committing sexual sin. But according to Jesus, the love of money is an appalling betrayal of our love for God that sets us squarely against the gospel of salvation and the kingdom of God. So Jesus rebuked the Pharisees for their ridicule: “You are those who justify yourselves before men, but God knows your hearts. For what is exalted among men is an abomination in the sight of God” (Luke 16:15).


When the Pharisees ridiculed Jesus, they were really rejecting God’s whole way of salvation. So Jesus peeled back the layers of self-deception to show us the heart of their sin, and maybe our own. The Pharisees’ love of money was connected to an even deeper spiritual problem, namely, their inclination to justify themselves rather than trusting God to justify them through Jesus Christ. They ridiculed Jesus because they loved their money, and in loving their money they were seeking to secure their own standing before God and men.


Jesus identified the Pharisees as people who tried to justify themselves. But this is the way people always are until they learn the grace of God. Our sinful human impulse for self-justification goes all the way back to the Garden of Eden, when Adam and Eve tried to cover themselves up from one another and hide away from God. This is what we are always trying to do: conceal our sin by making ourselves look better than we really are.


As we have seen, one way the Pharisees tried to justify themselves was by treating their financial prosperity as a confirmation of their spiritual success. Their money was a sign of God’s favor that proved their godliness. We may try to justify ourselves in other ways. We may justify ourselves by measuring our amount of spiritual activity, by letting people know how much we are doing for God and how much it is costing us to do it. We may do it by refusing to confess our sins, secretly struggling and often failing in our fight with temptation because we are too proud to admit that we are sinners too. We may do it by being proud of our church or our denomination, as if we could be saved simply by our ecclesiastical affiliation. We may do it by pretending to be something on the outside that is nearly the opposite of what we are on the inside.


How different this all is from the true way of being justified before God. What Jesus said to the Pharisees is equally true for us: God knows what is really in our hearts. He knows what acts of spiritual rebellion we have committed this very week. He knows what sins we are longing to commit, if only we could get the chance. He knows what quiet cursing we do about our little discouragements in life, what private animosity we have towards a brother or sister in Christ, and what secret feelings of self-pity we are nursing in our hearts. He knows how superior we think we are to other people, and how deceptively we give them a better impression of ourselves than we really deserve.


The important question is not what other people think of us, but what God thinks of us. The reality is that he has a completely different way of looking at things than we do, with a much higher standard for godliness. In fact, what God thinks is commendable is exactly the opposite of the things that sinners love to celebrate. As Jesus said, “What is exalted among men is an abomination in the sight of God” (Luke 16:15). What a shocking thing to say: that what sinful people praise actually deserves divine damnation!


An abomination is anything that is disgusting to God. Many Christians think of an abomination as an evil deed committed by unrepentant sinners, like an act of terrorist violence, for example, or abortion, or homosexual sin. But what Jesus calls an abomination in Luke 16 is the love of money, especially when it has a corrupting influence on people who belong to the community of faith. Is anything more disgusting to God than people who claim to follow Jesus, but serve themselves with what they have instead of serving him?


By its very nature, this kind of abomination will only be found inside the church, never outside of it. But if all it takes to be guilty of abominable sin is to love a little money, then what hope do we have of salvation?






 

GETTING RIGHT WITH GOD

Our only hope is the good news of the grace of God. What we need is not a human way of gaining the approval of other people, like what the Pharisees wanted, but God’s way of getting right with God, which comes only through faith in Christ.


The singer and songwriter known around the world simply as Bono tried to explain this good news to one of his interviewers. He said, “The thing that keeps me on my knees is the difference between Grace and Karma.” When he was asked to explain the difference, Bono said,


At the center of all religions is the idea of Karma. You know, what you put out comes back to you. . . . Yet along comes this idea called Grace to upend all that. . . . Love interrupts . . . the consequences of your actions, which in my case is very good news indeed, because I’ve done a lot of stupid stuff. . . . It doesn’t excuse my mistakes, but I’m holding out for Grace. I’m holding out that Jesus took my sins onto the Cross, because I know who I am, and I hope I don’t have to depend on my own religiosity.2





Bono is right: we could never be saved by our own religiosity, or by anything else that we could do to gain God’s favor. The good news is that we do not have to, because Jesus has come to save us. This is the worldchanging, life-transforming truth that Jesus announced to the Pharisees, and to everyone else who will receive it by faith: “The Law and the Prophets were until John; since then the good news of the kingdom of God is preached” (Luke 16:16).


The coming of Christ marked a major shift in human history. Before Christ was the time of the Law and the Prophets—the Scriptures of the Old Testament. Even in those days God offered people his grace, but always in anticipation of the Savior who was still to come. Everyone from Adam all the way up through John the Baptist was waiting for the Christ. They were looking forward to the day when the Savior would come in all the power of God’s saving grace.


Then Jesus came preaching the gospel. Right from the beginning of his earthly ministry, he announced that he had been sent by God to proclaim “the good news of the kingdom of God” (Luke 4:43; cf. 16:16). It was good news because it meant that grace had come. Soon Jesus would die on the cross for the abomination of our sins, and then rise from the dead with the power of eternal life. This is the good news that God has for us in the gospel: by faith in the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ we have the forgiveness of our sins and the promise that we will live forever with God.


Many of the people who heard this good news really did not understand it. Some of them would understand it better after Jesus died and rose again. But even to this day, many people are like the Pharisees. They continue to misuse the law of God, treating it as a way of salvation. They imagine that there is something they can do to justify themselves before God and men. This is even true in the evangelical church, where nearly 90 percent of people in one opinion poll agreed that in salvation God helps those who help themselves.3


But this is the time of the gospel. From the day that Jesus began his earthly ministry right up until today, the kingdom of God has been preached. This means that there is good news for all the money-loving sinners whose transgressions are an abomination to God: we do not have to be saved by fulfilling a law that we cannot keep, but simply by trusting the grace that Jesus has for us in the gospel. This is how we are justified: by true faith in Jesus Christ. “A man will be justified by faith,” said Calvin, when he “lays hold of the righteousness of Christ . . . and appears in the sight of God not as a sinner, but as righteous.”4






 

THE LAW IS STILL THE LAW

Before we see what it takes to get into the gracious kingdom of God, we need to make one very important clarification—a clarification that Jesus himself made: “But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one dot of the Law to become void” (Luke 16:17). Jesus needed to say this because when he distinguished the Law and the Prophets from the gospel, some people might think that God’s law was no longer in effect. The kingdom of grace had come—what need did anyone have for the law?


Yet Jesus said that the law of God would last at least until the end of the world. He said basically the same thing in his famous Sermon on the Mount: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:17–18). When Jesus spoke about a dot or an iota, he was referring to the littlest parts of Hebrew letters, which would compare in English to dotting our “i’s” and crossing our “t’s.” Jesus fully accepted every last Scripture in the Old Testament as the enduring Word of God.


Jesus also accepted the validity of the law as an abiding expression of God’s will for his people. God’s character does not change, and therefore his demand for holiness, purity, honesty, and integrity does not change. God still wants from us what he has always wanted: a life that is totally dedicated to his glory. To make this point, Jesus proceeded to give an example of a biblical law that is still in force today: “Everyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and he who marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery” (Luke 16:18).


In other words, divorce is still divorce, and adultery is still adultery. We cannot set aside God’s laws for marriage any more than we can set aside his laws for anything else. God’s intention is for men and women to remain single-hearted in their devotion to Christ, or else for one man to marry one woman in a love covenant for life. Of course, there are certain circumstances in which divorce is biblically permissible—most notably in the case of adultery (see Matt. 5:32; 19:9) or the abandonment of a believer by an unbelieving spouse (see 1 Cor. 7:15).5 But divorce is never God’s desire for any marriage, and these exceptions were only granted because of the hardness of the human heart (Matt. 19:7–8). Jesus wants to promote the purity of our sexuality and protect the sanctity of marriage, and to that end, he says that if we follow an unlawful divorce with a second marriage we are adding a sin to a sin.


This statute reminds us that marriage is a sacred covenant. The high rate of divorce in our culture—even in the church—is a grief to anyone who loves the law of God, as it must be to Jesus himself. But why did Jesus talk about divorce here? Of all the regulations he could have chosen to show the ongoing validity of the law, why did he use this particular example?


Probably because this was one of the very laws that the Pharisees were failing to keep. Norval Geldenhuys says, “These words are especially directed against those Pharisees who allowed divorce to the husbands on various kinds of trifling matters, but violated the right of the wife in such a manner that no right of divorce was granted her if she was unjustly or cruelly treated by her husband.”6 Leon Morris explains that some Pharisees “were very permissive, allowing men divorce on the most trivial grounds. Thus Hillel thought it enough if a wife spoiled her husband’s dinner and Akiba went so far as to permit divorce if the man found someone prettier than his wife.”7


The Pharisees thought they would be justified by keeping the law. But in order to have any hope of actually keeping it, they had to make it easier to keep! So Jesus was saying something like this:


You Pharisees claim for yourselves righteousness according to the law of Moses. But the more value you attach to outward righteousness, the less real inward value does it have in God’s sight. Your attitude to the law is wrong. . . . You have . . . tried to limit the law. But in fact its scope is unlimited, and is of the widest application; and you yourselves, for example in the matter of divorce, regularly break it.8





This is what legalism always does. It makes a great show of keeping the law, but in fact it ends up destroying the law, because when the law is preserved in all its perfection it is too demanding for sinners to keep! The only way we can possibly keep it is by finding a way to lower God’s standard. This is what the Pharisees were doing with regard to marriage and divorce and many other commandments. As Jesus said to them on another occasion, “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God . . . thus making void the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And many such things you do” (Mark 7:9, 13).


We are tempted to do the same thing. We would like to think of ourselves as people who do what God says, but in order to think of ourselves that way, we inevitably end up lowering God’s standards. Some Christians do this in the area of marriage and divorce, thinking that somehow their own difficult marriage situation is an exception to God’s law. But the principle applies more widely to any area of Christian obedience. We generally have a lower standard than God for what does and what does not count as gossip, for example, or how much of a right we have to be angry with our children or our parents, or what it truly means to show compassion to the poor, or the extent to which our buying and selling are honest and fair.


How could people like us ever justify ourselves? And if we cannot justify ourselves, how is it possible for us to get into the kingdom of God?






 

GETTING INTO THE KINGDOM

This is why the gospel is such good news, because the gospel is for sinners, and it tells us there is a way for sinners to be saved. As important as it is for us to understand that the law is still God’s standard for our behavior, it is even more important for us to know the grace God has for us in the gospel. Bono said it well: “The point of the death of Christ is that Christ took on the sins of the world, so that what we put out did not come back to us, and that our sinful nature does not reap the obvious death. It’s not our own good works that get us through the gates of Heaven.”9


No, what gets us through the gates of heaven is not our own good works, but the work that Jesus did on the cross, which counts for us when we trust in him. Entrance to the kingdom of God is through faith in Jesus Christ.


Jesus said that in his day people were forcing their way into his kingdom (Luke 16:16). This strange expression reminds some people of something similar that Jesus said in the Gospel of Matthew: “From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it by force” (Matt. 11:12). What does it mean to say that people are forcing their way into the kingdom of God? It is almost as if they are getting in by their own strenuous effort, maybe even against God’s will. It means, rather, that when people finally understand the good news of salvation, they will do whatever it takes to come to Jesus. In the words of Norval Geldenhuys, “Everyone who listens to Him in faith presses with the greatest earnestness, self-denial and determination, as though with spiritual violence, into the kingdom.”10


This is what happened when Jesus preached the gospel: people flocked to hear what he had to say. We saw this at the beginning of chapter 15, when tax collectors and sinners were coming to meet with him and eat with him. There are other examples of this in Luke’s Gospel. Think of the men who broke through a roof to bring their paralyzed friend to Jesus for healing (Luke 5:18–19). Or think of the woman who pressed through the crowd to touch the hem of Jesus’ robe (Luke 8:42–44). These people were “forcing” their way into the kingdom of God.


Everyone was drawn to Jesus, and when they heard what he had to say about the kingdom of God, they wanted to enter, almost as if they were storming the gates of heaven. Like a crowd of football fans trying to get into the stadium in time for the kickoff, or a crush of shoppers pressing through the doors at the beginning of a storewide sale, they were pushing to get inside. The people of God had been waiting for the Messiah for centuries, and now that he was here, they were practically breaking down the doors to get into the kingdom of God. Not that God’s kingdom could ever actually be taken by force, of course. But this is how eager people were to get in, and how eager we ourselves ought to be to find salvation in Christ.


People will go to extraordinary lengths to get into a place they really want to go. I had this experience when I traveled to Istanbul one winter with friends. On our only free morning we traveled up icy hills to the Kariya Church, which contains the finest Byzantine mosaics and frescoes anywhere in the world. To enter the church and see the beautiful scenes from the life of Christ is to travel back a millennium and walk in the footsteps of ancient pilgrims. Unfortunately, the church was closed that morning, and we were bitterly disappointed. We had traveled almost halfway around the world to get to Istanbul; when would we ever have another chance to see the treasures on the other side of those ancient doors?


We were determined to get inside, and willing to do whatever it took to enter, so we decided to knock. An anxious custodian met us briefly at the door, and after hurried negotiations sent us around to the side entrance. He did not have the authority to let us in, but where there’s a will, there’s a way, and after we handed over an unreasonable amount of money, he let us inside. We had forced our way in, and it was well worth the effort and the expense, as anyone who has ever seen the splendor of Kariya Church can tell.


What would you be willing to do to pass through the ancient gates of heaven? It would be worth any effort and every expense to see the Lord Jesus Christ in all the majesty of his everlasting kingdom. If necessary, would you not force your way inside? But of course it is not necessary. All that is required is faith in Jesus Christ. So do what it takes to get into the kingdom of God. Receive the gospel. Believe the good news. Trust in Jesus. And you will enter the kingdom that never ends.
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 THE GREAT DIVORCE

Luke 16:19–31


“But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us.’” (Luke 16:25–26)


Some people say that God is so completely a God of love that he would never send anyone to hell. They are like the priest whom Robert Benson tells about in Between the Dreaming and the Coming True, who was asked what his faith in the all-inclusive love of God did to his doctrine of heaven and hell: “‘Oh, I believe there is a hell all right,’ he said, flashing his grin again, as though he had heard this question before, and from some folks who were more theologically imposing than we were. ‘I just do not believe there is anyone in it.’”1


Benson’s priest may not have believed there is anyone in hell, but Jesus certainly did. According to Jesus, there is a heaven and there is a hell, and everyone goes to either one place or the other, but never to both. Furthermore, the time for choosing where we will go is now, and the way we choose is by believing or not believing in Jesus Christ.


C. S. Lewis wrote about this choice in his preface to The Great Divorce, a fictional work in which a busload of people from hell take a trip to heaven. Lewis pointed out that some people try to bring heaven and hell together, as if there is no real difference between them. This attempt, he wrote,


is based on the belief that reality never presents us with an absolutely unavoidable “either-or”; that . . . some way of embracing both alternatives can always be found . . . without our being called on for a final and total rejection of anything we should like to retain. This belief I take to be a disastrous error. You cannot take all luggage with you on all journeys; on one journey even your right hand and your right eye may be among the things you have to leave behind.2





Lewis went on to say that the choices we are making right now determine our eternal destiny. For people who choose the world instead of God, earth itself will turn out to be a suburb of hell, while for those who follow after God, earth will prove “to have been from the beginning a part of Heaven itself.”3 Which choice are you making, and where will it lead in the end?






 

TWO MEN

Jesus showed what is at stake by telling about a rich man and a poor man named Lazarus (Luke 16:19–31). Some people refer to what he said as “The Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus.” Yet Luke does not refer to this teaching as a parable. So perhaps this is not a parable at all, but simply a straightforward record of something that really happened.


Still, the narrative feels more like a story told to make a spiritual point than a factual account. But even if it is simply a story—as most scholars think—and even if it may not give us a literal description of the geography of heaven and hell, it still tells us the truth about time and eternity. As John Calvin explained:


The Lord is painting a picture which represents the condition of the future life in a way that we can understand. The sum of it is that believing souls when they leave the body lead a joyful and blessed life outside the world, but that for the reprobate are prepared terrifying torments which can no more be conceived by our minds than can the infinite glory of God.4





Jesus paints this picture by telling us about two men (Luke 16:19–21), two destinations (Luke 16:22–23), and two desperate prayers that never get answered in hell (Luke 16:24–31). He began by saying: “There was a rich man who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate was laid a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table. Moreover, even the dogs came and licked his sores” (Luke 16:19–21).


The contrast between these two men could hardly have been greater. One was a “have,” while the other, most definitely, was a “have not.” Like most Americans, the first man was very wealthy. This in itself is not a criticism, because there are at least some rich people who know how to glorify God with what they have (like Abraham, Joseph, and David, to name three notable examples). But this particular man was self-indulgent to extreme excess. He went around clothed in royal purple, as if he fancied himself to be some kind of king, and wearing linen underwear imported from Egypt. He ate the finest foods, feasting gluttonously on gourmet cuisine. In short, the rich man was a lover of money, just like the Pharisees. Even more than the money, it was the way that he used it to gratify his worldly pleasures. He was not just rich: he was filthy rich.


If the rich man seemed as if he had everything going for him, the poor man seemed to have everything against him. He was sick, with painful sores all over his miserable body. He was disabled; the only way he could get from place to place was for someone to carry him. He was hungry—so desperately hungry that he longed for the leftovers from another man’s table. This poor man was not able to help himself; he could only beg someone else to give him what he needed. Day after day he hoped against hope that he could get something—anything—from the rich man’s table. But the only comfort he ever received came from the pack of dogs that satisfied their own hunger by licking at his open sores.


Ironically enough, people called the poor man “Lazarus.” To be clear, this was not the same Lazarus who lived with Mary and Martha and who was famous for coming back to life from the dead. This was a different Lazarus—a man who had the same common Hebrew name meaning “God has helped.” How ironic! If Lazarus believed in the help of God, it was only by faith and not because of his outward circumstances. Where was God in his poverty? Where was God in his illness? Where was God in his disability?


We do not know how this poor man Lazarus learned to trust God for the answers to these questions. What we do know is that the one human being in the whole world who was in the best position to help him refused to do it. Lazarus was lying at his very doorstep! It was not just any doorstep, either; the Greek term used here (pylōna) refers to the kind of ornamental gate that one would ordinarily find at the entrance to a palace. There was more than enough wealth behind those gates to provide anything and everything the poor man needed, but only if the rich man would open wide the door of his heart.


Now we see how selfish the rich man really was. Every time he went in or out of his house he saw Lazarus and was confronted with his need for care, yet he refused to show any compassion. Every day he had a chance to feed the hungry, dress the naked, and heal the sick. But he never invited the poor man in for dinner, or even told his servants to take him some of the leftovers. He did not arrange for Lazarus to receive medical care, or help him in any way. In other words, he did not use his earthly wealth to make an eternal friend the way Jesus said that people should (see Luke 16:9). It was not simply his riches that were the problem; it was his greedy, money-loving heart.


This sin is common in contemporary culture. Students in the MBA program at Harvard University were asked to create a strategic plan for their lives under the title “What Do I Hope to Achieve in Life after Graduation?” The top three answers were wealth, notoriety, and status. No one said anything at all about service.5 But the Bible asks, “If anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him?” (1 John 3:17; cf. James 2:15–16). This is an excellent test of our own godliness. Do we use what we have only for ourselves, or do we use it for people who are in greater need than we are? Feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and heal the sick. Help people who are right on your doorstep, whatever their needs may be.






 

TWO DESTINATIONS


There were two men, one on each side of the gate. One was rich and the other was poor, but both men died, and that changed everything, because they ended up on two different sides of eternity: “The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s side. The rich man also died and was buried, and in Hades, being in torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side” (Luke 16:22–23).


Death is the great equalizer. As wealthy as he was, the rich man was just as likely to die as Lazarus was, because whether we are rich or poor, none of us can escape the cold hand of the grave. No matter how much money we have, it will never completely save our lives. Worldly wealth cannot prevent our own inevitable demise, and when it finally happens, the only thing that will matter is our relationship to God.


From an earthly perspective, the death of Lazarus must have seemed rather pathetic, especially in comparison to the other man in this story. The rich man received a proper burial (see Luke 16:22), and it must have been an elaborate affair. Yet nothing is said about the poor man’s burial at all. He simply died of starvation; his body was cast aside, with his blood on the rich man’s hands.


That is only from the earthly perspective, however, because at the very moment Lazarus died, he was gathered into the arms of God’s angels. Then his name came fully, finally, and forever true: “God has helped.” When there was no one else to help him, Lazarus was helped by almighty God, who rescued him from all his troubles and healed every wound of his broken body. Everyone else may have forgotten Lazarus, but he was remembered by God. In his preaching on this passage, Augustine observed:


Jesus kept quiet about the rich man’s name and mentioned the name of the poor man. The rich man’s name was thrown around, but God kept quiet about it. The other’s name was lost in silence, and God spoke it. . . . You see, God who lives in heaven kept quiet about the rich man’s name, because he did not find it written in heaven. He spoke the poor man’s name, because he found it written there, indeed he gave instructions for it to be written there.6





Since the name of Lazarus was written in heaven, the angels came for him when he died. What a touching picture this is of the love that God has for his people at the time of death. The Scripture says, “Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of his saints” (Ps. 116:15), and here in Luke we see proof that this is true. By nature we are afraid of death and all the unknowns of eternity. But in his kindness and compassion God will send the fairest creatures in heaven to receive us.


In this case, the angels carried Lazarus “to Abraham’s side” (Luke 16:22), sometimes referred to as “the bosom of Abraham.” This is the place where believers go when they die, or at least it was until the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Since Abraham is “the father of all who believe” (Rom. 4:11), it makes sense for believers to be with him when they die. I say “believers” because it is clear that Lazarus must have been a believer. It was not the fact of his poverty that saved him, as if his earthly suffering merited an eternal reward. No, Lazarus was saved by his trust in God. Although this is not stated explicitly anywhere in the passage, it is an obvious and necessary inference from his destination when he died (not to mention the plain teaching of the entire Bible). If Abraham is the father of all who believe, then to say that Lazarus went to Abraham’s side clearly indicates that he was a believer. The true children of Abraham—and the true children of God—are saved by grace through faith.


Although being poor does not save people any more than being rich does, it is still a great encouragement to see what riches the poor may receive by faith. When Lazarus died, the torment of his earthly troubles was over. Immediately he went to be with all the saints, the place Jesus described as resting on the bosom of Abraham. This symbolizes the blessed joy every believer has after death, giving us a vivid picture of the intimate fellowship we will have with God’s people in glory. But if anything our joy will be even greater, because when we die we will rest on the very bosom of Jesus Christ. For to be “away from the body,” the Scripture says, is to be “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8).


When we die, the angels will carry us to Christ. There we will wait in perfect blessedness until the day when, by the power of his resurrection, Jesus will give us everlasting bodies. In other words, we will not be fully glorified immediately when we die, but only at the final resurrection. In the meantime, our souls will rejoice in Christ as we live in what theologians sometimes call “the intermediate state.” As the Westminster Shorter Catechism explains it, “The souls of believers are at their death made perfect in holiness, and do immediately pass into glory; and their bodies, being still united to Christ, do rest in their graves till the resurrection” (A. 37).


How different it was for the rich man! He had always assumed that he would go to heaven, but when he died he found himself in Hades, of all places! He had always scoffed at the very idea of hell. He certainly never expected to end up there. But after death he found himself in utter torment. Admittedly, Hades is not the biblical term for hell, but simply the place where people go after they die and before they face God at the final judgment. Hades is the realm of the dead and departed. In the New Testament, however, the term is never used for the saved.7 It is only used with reference to the souls of unbelievers, and here Jesus tells us that when such people go to Hades, they are already afflicted with the flames of divine judgment that will fully and eternally torment them in hell.


Jesus described the rich man’s distress in graphic physical terms. As we see from verse 24, he was burning in agony and desperate for a little water to cool his tongue. At this point the rich man did not have a physical body, so we need to allow for metaphor here. Jesus is giving us a physical description of a spiritual torment. However, he is describing that torment in the way that gives us the clearest picture of what it is like to be under the judgment of God. In the words of Klaus Schilder, “Let no one say: it is merely symbolic and therefore not so terrible. By mere inversion one should rather say: if the symbol, the mere picture, is already awe-inspiring, how terrible the original must be!”8


Now the contrast between the two men was complete. On earth one man lived in a palace of luxury, while the other man died in the dust at his very doorstep. But when they reached their destination after death, the situation was utterly and eternally reversed: one man rested on the bosom of Abraham, while the other man burned in the agonies of Hades. Here we see the truth of what Jesus said back in verse 15: “What is exalted among men is an abomination in the sight of God.” However much praise the rich man may have received for his riches, the way he treated the poor was a damnable sin, and he would suffer for it when he died.


The point here is not that salvation depends on one’s tax bracket. No, the real issue is our faith response to God—a response that is plainly revealed by what we do with our circumstances in life. Lazarus trusted in God and waited for his salvation. His silence here is impressive: “He does not speak at all. He neither complains of his hard lot on earth, nor gloats over the rich man after death, nor expresses resentment at the latter’s endeavours to have him sent on errands. Throughout he accepts what God sends him.”9 By contrast, the rich man was full of selfish greed and wicked neglect, and as a result he was condemned to fiery judgment.


Our response to God is revealed in the way we handle our circumstances. Where we will go in the end is presaged by what we are doing right now with what we have: “Everything depends on the attitude which a person reveals towards his wealth or towards his poverty—whether he believes in God with a repentant heart and serves Him, whatever his external circumstances may be, or whether he rejects Him—a thing which may be done in poverty as well as in wealth.”10






 

THE FIRST PLEA: MERCY FOR THE MAN HIMSELF

The contrast between these two men was made all the more intense by the way they could communicate. Perhaps this is the way things really are in the afterlife, or perhaps Jesus was simply using his imagination to make a spiritual point. But in any case, the rich man could look across the vast abyss between his torment and Abraham’s bliss. Out of his excruciating suffering the rich man made the first of two desperate cries for help: “Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the end of his finger in water and cool my tongue, for I am in anguish in this flame” (Luke 16:24).


This request, in all its irony, summarizes the whole situation. The rich man knows who Abraham is, and even calls him “Father” the way the Pharisees did (see Luke 3:8). Yet he never followed Abraham’s example in using his wealth for the glory of God, or planning ahead for eternity. He also knows who Lazarus is! On earth he had tried to ignore Lazarus, stepping past him every day on his way out of the house and pretending not to notice his needs. Nevertheless, he knew exactly who the man was and thus was able to call him by name. Most ironically of all, he is now the person in need, begging for the kind of help that he himself never gave anyone:


The rich man who, while on earth, had regarded himself as totally independent and had, on account of his wealth, never needed to ask for anything from anybody else, now experiences such misery that he begs for help, even if it is only a single drop of water for his thirsty tongue, at the hand of the formerly despised beggar. Now he, in his turn, is the beggar who yearns for relief from the inexpressible tortures endured by him in the flame of remorse and eternal despair.11





How desperate the damned must be for mercy, and how reasonable their request for relief must seem! The rich man was not asking for much. He was not even praying for his salvation; he just wanted one little drop of water to soothe his burning tongue. Yet even that request was firmly denied, because God has no mercy for people who die without Christ. Here is how Abraham explained it to the rich man who had now become the beggar: “Child, remember that you in your lifetime received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in anguish” (Luke 16:25).


In other words, according to God’s perfect justice, the rich man’s request could not and would not be answered. He had failed to follow Jesus’ advice and make friends for himself in eternity (see Luke 16:9). Therefore, he had already received what was rightfully his—all the good things he had enjoyed in his lifetime—and he had nothing more coming to him, not even one single drop of water.


The point here is not that all poor people will go to heaven (although it is certainly true that many rich people will go to hell—maybe even most of them—while many others will be saved by the gospel Jesus preached to the poor). The point is rather that people who live only for the things of this world will get nothing from heaven. As Jesus said back in his Sermon on the Plain, “Woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation” (Luke 6:24). If we live for this life, it is all we will get, which is fair enough. People in hell will never be able to claim that they have been treated unfairly. No, God will treat them with perfect justice, and if they are unhappy with where they end up, they will have only themselves to blame.


But there is more. Abraham said, “And besides all this, between us and you a great chasm has been fixed, in order that those who would pass from here to you may not be able, and none may cross from there to us” (Luke 16:26). These two men had lived practically right next door to one another, but now they were separated forever. Here, in the bridgeless chasm between Hades and the bosom of Abraham, we see the great divorce between heaven and hell. An eternal divide has been set in place, put there by almighty God. Hell has been eternally separated from heaven by divine decree.


God has done this for a very explicit purpose. According to Jesus, he has done it “in order that” no one from hell can escape to heaven and no one from heaven can go to help anyone in hell. People sometimes imagine that there must be some way for the saints in glory to go and rescue people who are trapped in hell. But Jesus says that God has made a chasm between heaven and hell for the very purpose of preventing this from happening. Other people hope that even if they do end up in hell they will be able to find their way out. But even if a man has all the wealth in the world, “this will not in eternity be able to effect the slightest change in his condition if he has departed this life without the salvation of God.”12 It is now or never! Once we die, the decision we have made about Jesus Christ becomes irrevocable and irreversible.


Hell has no exit. So by the time an unbeliever gets there it will be too late to be saved, too late to hear the gospel, too late to believe in Jesus Christ, too late to beg for mercy, and too late to avoid the everlasting agony of eternity without God.


What urgency this should give to our preaching of the gospel! Now is the time when people have the opportunity to be saved. Therefore, we must give them the good news about Jesus Christ while they still have time to receive it. And how urgently we all need to believe the gospel! Jesus Christ is the only bridge from wrath to righteousness. It is only by faith in him that we will ever find forgiveness for our sins, or the joy of God, or the hope of eternal life. Put your faith in Jesus now, while you still have time, or else very soon you will find yourself in a place where no one can come and rescue you at all. No one will be allowed to come there and preach you the gospel, and once you are there you will not be able to come to Christ, because after death there is no passage that leads to heaven from hell.






 

THE SECOND PLEA: MERCY FOR HIS BROTHERS


The awful fixity of hell must have terrified the rich man with many despairing thoughts of eternal doom. But when he discovered that he was beyond any hope of rescue, he did give a thought to someone else. Even if God did not have any mercy for him, perhaps he could still show mercy to his family. So he made his second desperate plea: “Then I beg you, father, to send him to my father’s house—for I have five brothers—so that he may warn them, lest they also come into this place of torment” (Luke 16:27–28).


The horrors of Hades were so awful that suddenly the rich man was interested in the missionary work of the gospel. He did not want his brothers to have to experience the pain that he had to endure. He was desperate for some evangelist to go and warn them to turn away from their sins before it was too late. Once again, his request seems perfectly reasonable (although from the way he orders Lazarus around it is evident how superior he still thinks he is). What could be more reasonable than a dead man’s prayer for his family’s salvation?


Yet this plea was also denied. Or rather, it is not much so denied as it is said to be unnecessary: “But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them’” (Luke 16:29). In other words, the rich man’s brothers already had the means of salvation. They had in their possession everything they needed to get to heaven. They had Moses and the Prophets—the very Word of God.


This indicates that the rich man came from a religious family. His people lived in a community where they could go to the local synagogue and hear the Scriptures of the Old Testament. If only they had believed what the Bible said, it would be enough to save them. They would know the promises of God about the coming of salvation, they would know that they needed blood to atone for their sins, and they would know that Jesus was the Christ. It was all there in the Scriptures: all they needed to do was believe it.


This is all that anyone ever needs. The Word of God is enough to show us our sin, enough to guide us into the way of salvation, and enough to teach us how to give glory to God. The Bible has the power to bring us to full salvation, all by itself, if only we will believe what it says about Jesus Christ.


But notice the rich man’s objection. He thought that the Word of God was not enough without some kind of supernatural sign, so he said, “No, father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent” (Luke 16:30). Once again, we may be inclined to think that this is a reasonable request. In a way, it even points us back to the gospel, because when we hear about someone coming back from the dead to preach repentance, we immediately think of Jesus himself and his own resurrection.


That is not at all what the rich man had in mind, however. He was remembering what things were like before he died and went to Hades. Frankly, he knew how little attention he had ever paid to God’s Word. He was the kind of man who never really understood the point of going to a worship service and listening to someone teach the Bible. In fact, this is what kept him out of glory: he did not believe the Word of God. His sinful lack of compassion for the poor was simply the outward evidence of his inner unbelief—the unbelief that sent him to Hades.


The rich man knew his brothers well enough to know that they did not believe the Bible any more than he did. But what if God showed them some kind of sign? What if a ghost came and preached them the gospel? Surely then they would have to sit up and take notice, wouldn’t they?


No, they would not. On the contrary, Abraham said, “If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead” (Luke 16:31; cf. John 5:46–47). Here we are given a deep insight into the heart of unbelief—an insight so powerful and profound that it could save a person’s soul: If you do not believe what God has said in his Word, then you will never believe anything else God does either, and you will never truly believe in Jesus.


See the logic of what Abraham is saying. If people are not willing to listen to the Scriptures, then even the most spectacular miracle will not persuade them of the truth about Jesus Christ. There is ample proof of this in the Gospels. Consider what happened when Jesus raised that other Lazarus from the dead: rather then believing in Jesus, the religious leaders began plotting to kill him (John 11:43–53). The same thing happened when Jesus himself rose from the dead: instead of believing in his resurrection, the men who killed him tried to cover the whole thing up (Matt. 28:11–15). Not even the resurrection is enough to convince people to trust in Jesus Christ if they will not believe what God has said in his Word.


This is the real problem with unbelievers who are on their way to hell. It is not that God has failed to give them what they need to get to heaven; it is that they refuse to receive what he has given. The Bible is enough to save you, if only you will believe what it says about the cross and the empty tomb. But if you do not believe what God says in his Word, you will never believe in Jesus, you will never get to heaven, and you will have only yourself to blame.


In the end there are really only two kinds of people, who will reach two very different destinations. Do not end up in the terrible place where even prayers for mercy will not be answered, but cross into glory now, while you still have the opportunity. Jesus said, “Whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life” (John 5:24).
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 THE FAITH TO FORGIVE

Luke 17:1–6


The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” And the Lord said, “If you had faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.” (Luke 17:5–6)


Historians tell us that King Louis XII was cast into prison and kept in chains before eventually rising to the throne of France. The story is also told that upon his ascension to power, his close advisors urged him to seek deadly revenge by every means of violence. In response to their entreaties, Louis XII prepared a scroll listing the names of all the enemies who had committed crimes against his royal person. Opposite every name he inscribed a cross in red ink. Surely the men who committed these misdeeds would have to die!


Word of the king’s blood-red list soon reached his enemies, who assumed the crosses meant that they were dead men and fled for their lives. But then Louis XII clarified his true and surprising intention. He said, “The cross which I drew beside each name was not a sign of punishment but a pledge of forgiveness extended for the sake of the crucified Savior, who upon His cross forgave His enemies and prayed for them.”1


The flight of the king’s enemies reminds us how unexpected it is to find forgiveness. When people are wronged, they do not want to offer forgiveness; they want to exact revenge. So it is always surprising when someone offers full and free forgiveness. When people do this, it is almost always because they themselves know what it means to be forgiven. What Louis XII offered his enemies was the same kind of grace that he himself had received from the crucified Christ. He had the faith to forgive.






 

DON’T TEMPT ME!

Jesus taught his disciples to exercise this faith at the beginning of Luke 17. After speaking with the Pharisees about heaven and hell, he told his disciples not to give offense (Luke 17:1–2), or take offense (Luke 17:3–4), but to forgive by faith (Luke 17:5–6).


Jesus began this discourse by warning his disciples not to become a stumbling block for other believers by causing them to sin. He said: “Temptations to sin are sure to come, but woe to the one through whom they come! It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck and he were cast into the sea than that he should cause one of these little ones to sin” (Luke 17:1–2).


When it came to sin, Jesus was enough of a realist to know that in a fallen world people will always be tempted. He knew this from his own experience, for he himself was tempted as we are. Temptation happens. Even if we are not tempted by anything in the world outside us, we are still tempted by the twisted desires of our own fallen hearts. But woe to us if we are the ones who do the tempting—especially if we tempt the children of God!


The word Jesus used for temptation (skandala) refers generally to anything that is a stumbling block for people, anything that causes them to fall. The same word appears in the first letter of John, where it is used in a similar way: “Whoever loves his brother abides in the light, and in him there is no cause for stumbling” (1 John 2:10; cf. Rom. 11:9; 14:13). Here in Luke it seems clear that Jesus is talking about something that causes people to fall down spiritually, something that leads them sinfully astray.


What are some ways we lead people astray? We do it any time our actions or attitudes set a bad spiritual example. We do it when our complaining spirit causes other people to be discontent. We do it by speaking evil words that unfairly influence someone else’s opinion. We do it by carrying on an argument to the point where we provoke an angry response. We do it by enticing someone to commit sexual sin or join us for some juicy gossip. We do it by boasting of our accomplishments or acquisitions in a way that makes other people envious or boastful. These are only some of the many ways that we can become a spiritual hindrance to other people. Of course they have to take responsibility for their own actions. But woe to us if we make it easier for them to sin, or harder for them to be godly!


Tempting people is a very great sin, especially if the people we tempt happen to be less spiritually mature. The phrase “little ones” can refer literally to children (e.g., Matt. 8:10) or else metaphorically to anyone who is a follower of Jesus Christ, including the original disciples themselves (see Mark 10:24; Luke 10:21). We are all “little ones” who need special protection and spiritual care. But here Jesus may be referring more specifically to people who are just beginning to follow him, like the tax collectors and other sinners mentioned at the beginning of chapter 15. New believers are at the most vulnerable stage of their Christian experience, and more experienced disciples need to be very careful not to lead them astray.


This is a strong warning about “the great sinfulness of putting stumblingblocks in the way of other men’s souls.”2 Along with all the other sins we need to confess, we need to confess the spread of our sin through the negative influence it has on others. We need to pray the way John Donne prayed in his “Hymn to God the Father”: “Wilt Thou forgive that sin which I have won // Others to sin, and made my sin their door?”3 The answer is yes. If we come to God in true repentance, he will forgive us even for the sins that have caused other people to sin.


But we must repent. Jesus did not explain exactly what woe will befall us if we fail to heed his warning, but the comparison he makes is frightening. It would be better for us to die a violent death by drowning than to lead one of God’s little children into sin. The large round millstones people used in those days for grinding their grain were much too heavy for a single person to lift. Needless to say, someone with a millstone around his neck would fall straight to the bottom of the sea.


Better that, though, than to lead God’s people astray—better for the children of God, and better for the person who causes them to stumble. Bruce McDowell, who is minister of global outreach at Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church, tells the story of two grade-school children who were led into grievous sin by someone who ought to have known better—an older boy from a Christian family. When the sin was discovered, the younger boys were sorry for what they had done, but the older boy never seemed to show any sign of repentance. Several years later the older boy drowned while scuba diving in an undersea cave, and people were reminded of what Jesus said: better for him to be cast into the sea than to lead little ones astray.


Leading God’s children astray is a very great sin. Consider all the moral, financial, and sexual scandals that have corrupted the church and dishonored the name of Christ. Would it not have been better for everyone if these things had never happened—indeed, if the perpetrators had died before their downfall? We should pray for ourselves and for our own spiritual leaders, that God will protect us from falling into such grievous sins ourselves.






 

SEVENFOLD FORGIVENESS


As important as it is not to give offense by causing other people to sin, it is also important not to take offense when other people sin against us. By the grace of God, when temptation happens there is an opportunity for repentance and reconciliation through the forgiveness of sins. Jesus said: “Pay attention to yourselves! If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him, and if he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive him” (Luke 17:3–4).


The sequence here is important. First comes the rebuke—specifically, the rebuke of a brother or sister in Christ. If a fellow believer has committed an offense, then we have a spiritual responsibility to show him his fault. Presumably the sin that Jesus mainly has in mind is the kind he was talking about in verses 1 and 2: a sin that leads other people astray. But the same principle applies to any scandalous sin: for the glory of God and for the real spiritual good of our spiritual brothers and sisters, Jesus commands us to rebuke unrighteousness in the family of God, especially if God has put us in a position of spiritual leadership.


There is a right way and a wrong way to confront sin. We need to go to one another courageously, not timidly, willing to say what needs to be said, no matter what the cost. We need to go to one another gently, not judgmentally, demonstrating the tender mercy of Christ (see Gal. 6:1). We need to go to one another humbly, not proudly, having already confessed our own great sin. We need to go to one another affectionately, not harshly, showing how much we love our brother or sister in Christ. We need to go to one another prayerfully, not impulsively, asking God to glorify himself through our ministry of reconciliation. But we do need to go to one another. A sin needs to be called a sin in a way that leads to repentance. Do we care enough to confront, and are we godly enough to do it with Christ-like compassion? It takes grace to do this, and to do it well.


The rebuke is only the first step. Next comes the repentance, or at least that is what we pray for. Jesus said, “if he repents.” Unfortunately, some have taken the word “if ” here as an absolute qualification on our forgiveness. Thus they have understood Jesus to mean that we have the right to withhold forgiveness in our hearts until someone actually comes to us with satisfactory repentance. But this is contrary to the example of Jesus himself, who forgave his enemies even before they asked (Luke 23:34). It is also contrary to the whole direction of his teaching in this passage, where the emphasis falls on freely offered forgiveness.


Surely Jesus wants us to have a forgiving heart toward someone who has done us wrong, even before we have the opportunity to offer formal forgiveness. Surely he does not want us to hold on to a grudge, even when we have been greatly harmed. So why does he say “if ”? J. C. Ryle answers by saying: “This expression is remarkable. It doubtless cannot mean that we are not to forgive men unless they do repent. At this rate there would be much bitterness constantly kept alive. But it does mean that when there is no repentance or regret for an injury done, there can be no renewal of cordial friendship, or complete reconciliation between man and man.”4


What Jesus has in view is a situation in which everything has gone the way we hope and now it is up to us to complete the process of reconciliation. Although a sin has been committed, a rebuke has been rightly given and graciously received. True repentance has been offered. Now it is time to forgive and forgive again. How many times do we have to forgive someone? Every day, if necessary—even seven times a day, the number of perfection. The point is that we never reach the point where we can say we will no longer forgive. Jesus puts this in the imperative: “you must forgive him” (Luke 17:4). There is no limit to the forgiveness a believer in Christ is obligated to offer a penitent sinner.


Immediately we think of all kinds of objections. What about accountability and church discipline? How can someone really be repentant if he has to keep repenting again and again? And so on. These are legitimate questions, and the Bible speaks to them in other places. But here Jesus is telling us to forgive and forgive and forgive. This is not to deny that people need to be held accountable for their actions by people in spiritual authority so that they do not keep committing the same sins over and over again. Nor is it to deny that there is a proper place for justice, or that when someone else has sinned against us, it may take time to rebuild trust. But Jesus wants us to have a heart of forgiveness, and when we have the heart of Jesus, we are able to forgive again and again. Leon Morris puts it like this: “From the world’s point of view a sevenfold repetition of an offence in one day must cast doubt on the genuineness of the sinner’s repentance. But that is not the believer’s concern. His business is forgiveness.”5


Cyril of Alexandria compared forgiveness to the work of a medical doctor. We should “imitate those whose business it is to heal our bodily diseases,” Cyril said, “and who do not care for a sick person once only or twice, but just as often as he happens to become ill.”6 When a patient has some sort of illness, the doctor will provide the necessary cure. If the patient later suffers a relapse, or comes down with another disease, the doctor will not claim that he has treated the patient already, but will prescribe another cure. So it is with the soul-healing work of forgiveness: however many times someone comes to tell us they are sorry, we are to say, “I forgive you.”






 

MORE FAITH!


At this point the disciples simply had to interrupt. What Jesus was telling them to do went so far beyond their capabilities that they needed to ask for help. We can understand how they felt because none of these things is easy for us to do either. It is hard to set a good example for people, not leading them astray. It is hard to rebuke a brother’s sin in a way that leads to real repentance. It is hard to forgive people who have done us some kind of wrong. But forgiving someone seven times a day? Impossible! How could anyone do that?!? With customary hyperbole, Jesus is telling us to take forgiveness to the ultimate extreme. He is telling us to forgive the unforgivable.


But what if we had to offer such forgiveness repeatedly? How could we even do it? The Croatian theologian Miroslav Volf wrestled with this question after giving a public lecture on Christian forgiveness. As soon as the lecture ended, the German theologian Jürgen Moltmann stood up and asked, “But can you embrace a cetnik?” Here is how Volf explains what Moltmann was really asking, and the answer he gave:


It was the winter of 1993. For months now the notorious Serbian fighters called “cetnik” had been sowing desolation in my native country, herding people into concentration camps, raping women, burning down churches, and destroying cities. I had just argued that we ought to embrace our enemies as God has embraced us in Christ. Can I embrace a cetnik—the ultimate other, so to speak, the evil other? What would justify the embrace? Where would I draw the strength for it?





Sooner or later this is a question we all have to face: Can I embrace the cetnik in my life—the person who has done me the most harm? Can I forgive the abuser and the betrayer? Miroslav Volf waited a long time before giving his answer. But finally, he said, “No, I cannot—but as a follower of Christ I think I should be able to.”7


This is what the disciples thought, too. They did not know how they could possibly forgive anyone seven times in a single day, even though they knew that this is what the grace of God demanded. So they asked Jesus for help: “The apostles said to the Lord, ‘Increase our faith!’” (Luke 17:5).


This may be one of the smartest things the disciples ever did.8 They did not ask for more obedience to live the way Jesus wanted them to live. They did not ask for more courage and compassion to confront people’s sin. They did not ask for more patience with people it was hard for them to love. All of those things were needed, of course, but what the disciples demanded was more faith, especially the faith to forgive. This is what we need any time Jesus tells us to do something that seems impossible: more faith. We need more faith in the promises of God the Father, more faith in the grace of God the Son, and more faith in the power of God the Holy Spirit. Since we cannot increase this faith by our own strength, we must ask God for it.


Whenever we put our faith in God, we are trusting him to do something for us that we cannot do for ourselves. Radical forgiveness is a perfect example. We will not find the strength to forgive somewhere in our own good will. We need a supernatural work of divine grace. Only God can give us a forgiving heart, and since forgiveness is a gift, we can receive it only by faith.


To be more specific, we need to put our faith in Jesus Christ, who died for our sins on the cross. As soon as we start talking about forgiveness, we are talking about something very close to the heart of the gospel, something that draws us immediately to the cross where Jesus died. It is only in the cross that we can find any satisfactory answer for the problem of unforgivable sin. The cross fully acknowledges the sinfulness of sin by placing it under the wrath and curse of God. But it also atones for sin, providing a way for sinners like us to be forgiven.


The way we learn to forgive, therefore, is by looking to Jesus and his cross. What people did to him there was unforgivable. It was the wickedest thing that anyone has ever done, from the kiss of Judas right on through to our Savior’s last cry of desolation. It was wicked for the priests to conspire against Jesus and convict him on an unjust charge. It was wicked for the people to ask for his crucifixion, and just as wicked for Pilate to give in to their demands. It was wicked for the soldiers to mock him, beat him, and put him to death. It was also wicked for his disciples to abandon him. These things were wicked because Jesus was completely innocent. He was the sinless Son of God, and because of his divine majesty, it was an infinitely evil offense against the holiness of God. In a word, it was unforgivable.


But how did Jesus respond? With forgiveness. We see this at the cross itself, when Jesus said, “Father, forgive them” (Luke 23:34). We see it again on the day of Pentecost, when some of the very people who put Jesus to death received forgiveness for their sins in the name of the same Jesus whom they had crucified (Acts 2:38).


As we wrestle with God’s call to forgive, we need to keep going back to the cross of Christ. That is where we find our own forgiveness, and also where we find the courage, the freedom, and the grace to forgive others for their unforgivable sins. This is where I must go every time I feel that I cannot forgive: to the cross where Jesus forgave me. If I have faith that Jesus has forgiven me, then I can have faith that he will enable me to forgive others. The forgiveness I offer flows from the forgiveness I myself have received from God in Christ.


The British army officer Ernest Gordon writes about this forgiveness in his book To End All Wars, which tells the story of the infamous Japanese prison camp on the River Kwai. Conditions there were horrific, and early in his time there Gordon was given up for dead. Yet by the grace of God he survived, and together with many of the other prisoners he came to saving faith in Jesus Christ.


After these men came to Christ, they began to meet for public worship and to pray the Lord’s Prayer. But there was one petition where they always faltered: “Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.” Why did they falter? As Gordon explained it:


It was because it meant asking forgiveness for the Japanese. We had learned from the gospels that Jesus had his enemies just as we had ours. But there was this difference: he loved his enemies. He prayed for them. Even as the nails were being hammered through his hands and feet, he cried out, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” We hated our enemies. We could see how wonderful it was that Jesus forgave in this way. Yet for us to do the same seemed beyond our attainment.9





For Gordon the breakthrough came by going back to the cross of Christ and finding there both his own forgiveness and the grace he needed to forgive the people he found it impossible to love. It happened on Good Friday, and here is how Gordon described the experience:


I recognized that it was no easy thing to call that figure on the Cross “Lord.” I heard again His words, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” This He had said for His enemies; but what was I to say for mine? I could not say what He had said, for He was innocent, whereas I was not. Humbly, I had to ask, “Forgive me and my enemies, for we know not what we do.”10





Where do we find the faith to forgive? We find it at the cross where we ourselves have been forgiven. If we believe that God has forgiven us for all the wrong things that we have done against him, and against others, then we can forgive our fellow sinners for all the wrong things they have done against us. By faith, we are able to forgive.






 

MUSTARD-SEED FAITH

When the disciples asked Jesus for more faith, they were basically asking for the right thing, because it takes faith to forgive. They were also asking the right person, because faith is a gift from God. Rather than giving them more faith, however, Jesus said, “If you had faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you” (Luke 17:6).


At least this time Jesus did not tell us to move any mountains! In Mark 11 he told his disciples, “Have faith in God. Truly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him” (Mark 11:22–23). At first, what Jesus says in Luke 17 may seem a lot less intimidating. We know we do not have the faith to move mountains, but maybe—just maybe—we could manage a mulberry tree.


Then we realize that even one little tree is well beyond our capabilities. In those days the mulberry was considered the most firmly rooted of trees. In fact, some rabbis said that once a mulberry tree was established it would stay rooted for six hundred years.11 It was hard enough to uproot a mulberry tree, let alone plant one in the sea. Who has the power to do such a thing simply by saying the word?


Jesus used this illustration to show that we need to trust God to do what only God can do. This is what it means to have faith: it means believing that God is able to do what is impossible for us. Jesus is not saying that faith will give us magic powers, like some kind of supernatural force. Nor is he saying that we should use our faith to do something trivial, like transplant a tree. Moving the tree is simply an illustration of something we cannot do, but God can. The point is that if God calls us to do something impossible (like forgiving someone seven times a day), we need to trust in his enabling power.


All it takes is the tiniest little bit of genuine faith. Mustard was the smallest of seeds, but even that small an amount of true faith has the power to move mulberry trees. In other words, it is not really a matter of having more or less faith; what matters is having true faith in the power of God. Leon Morris writes, “It is not so much great faith in God that is required as faith in a great God.”12


Even the smallest amount of faith will enable us to do the impossible things that God is calling us to do. Faith enables us to trust God for all the uncertainties of the future, because we trust in an all-knowing God. Faith enables us to trust God to provide what we need, even if we do not have any idea how he will do it, because we trust in a faithful God. Faith enables us to get past the hurt of broken dreams and shattered promises, because we trust in a comforting God. Faith enables us to resist the temptation that is destroying us, because we trust in a powerful God. As Jesus said on another occasion, “All things are possible for one who believes” (Mark 9:23).


In Luke 17, however, the emphasis falls on having the faith to forgive, because we trust in a forgiving God. The story is told of a Zulu chieftain whose wife was converted to faith in Jesus Christ. When he heard what had happened, the chieftain was enraged. He told his wife he would never let her go to an evangelistic meeting ever again. But she was drawn by the beauty of Christ and the grace of his cross, so she went back the very next day to hear the gospel.


When the chieftain discovered where his wife had gone, he went to find her. In his rage he dragged her out of the village, beat her savagely, and left her for dead. But later, when he wondered if she had survived, he went back out into the bush to look for her. He found her lying on the ground—bleeding, gasping, and not far from death. “And what can your Jesus Christ do for you now?” he scoffed. The woman’s eyes fluttered open, and she said, very gently, very quietly, “He helps me to forgive you!”13


Who is the person that you need to forgive? Jesus will help you to do it. By his cross and by his Spirit, he will give you the faith to forgive.
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RETURNING THANKS

Luke 17:7–19


Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice; and he fell on his face at Jesus’ feet, giving him thanks. Now he was a Samaritan. (Luke 17:15–16)


What does God owe to you, and what do you owe to God? The answer we give shows what kind of relationship we have with Jesus Christ. Some people go through life thinking that God owes them something, and then spend a lot of time grumbling about it when he fails to deliver. Even when they get what they wanted, they always find something to complain about. They are rather like the mother in a whimsical parable whose son was swept away by a tornado. The woman cried for help: “Please, Lord, bring back my boy! He’s all I have. I’d do anything to get him back.” Suddenly her son fell from the sky, right at her feet, a little shaken, but safe and sound. But as the mother joyfully embraced her son, she noticed that something was still missing, so she glared up at the heavens and said, “He had a hat, Lord!”1


Other people have an attitude of gratitude. They understand that God does not owe them anything, that even the smallest blessings are a gift of his grace, and that everything he does for them deserves the most thankful praise. They offer the kind of prayer that the English country pastor George Herbert once prayed:


Thou that has given so much to me,
 Give one thing more—a grateful heart;
 Not thankful when it pleaseth me,
 As if thy blessings had spare days;
 But such a heart, whose pulse may be
 Thy praise.2





Whether our hearts pulse with praise largely depends on what we think God owes us, and what we owe to God.






 

DOING OUR DUTY

If we say that we are Christians, then we are called to do our spiritual duty, never claiming that we deserve anything from God, but holding on to Jesus by faith, and giving him all the praise for our salvation. Jesus started to explain who owes what to whom by giving his disciples an illustration from daily life:


Will any one of you who has a servant plowing or keeping sheep say to him when he has come in from the field, “Come at once and recline at table”? Will he not rather say to him, “Prepare supper for me, and dress properly, and serve me while I eat and drink, and afterward you will eat and drink”? Does he thank the servant because he did what was commanded? (Luke 17:7–9)





The situation Jesus described would have been unthinkable in the ancient world, where people knew their place in life, and where an invitation to sit at a wealthy man’s table was a high social privilege. To recline at table was virtually to be treated like a member of the family. Masters, therefore, did not fix dinner for their servants. Even after a full day’s work out in the fields, a servant still had to do his duty at dinnertime, which meant cleaning up and then waiting on his master hand and foot. The master was not there to serve the servant, but the other way around. It was not the master’s responsibility to make life easy for his servant, but the servant’s responsibility to work hard for his master.


Perhaps some contemporary examples will help us understand what Jesus was saying.3 Imagine going out for dinner and hearing the waitress say, “You know, I’ve been working hard all night, and I’m a terrific waitress, and I’m really hungry right now, and I think I’ll just sit down with you folks and eat some of your shrimp Alfredo.” Or imagine buying a new house and finding out when you arrive that the realtor is already there with his own truck, busy moving his family in. Why not? After all, he helped to find the place, didn’t he?


Obviously, such behavior would be completely outrageous! A waiter and a realtor who tried this would quickly find themselves unemployed. The reason is very simple: it is their job to bring the food and find the house, and that they do their job well does not mean that they have a right to be treated like a member of the family. A servant who excels at serving is still only a servant and does not thereby earn the right to become the master.


According to Jesus, the same thing is true in our relationship with God. Here is the spiritual application he gives for his story: “So you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are unworthy servants; we have only done what was our duty’” (Luke 17:10).


Many people take the opposite approach. They think that all the things they do for God amount to something. Now they want God to do his duty and welcome them to the banquet of his blessing. This is what the Pharisees thought. They were like the elder brother in the story of the prodigal son: when they came in from the fields, so to speak, they wanted their father to celebrate their obedience. Often we come to God the same way, claiming that we deserve more from him than we are getting. We hear this teaching today from preachers who present Jesus as a better way to get what you want out of life, which of course only makes God the servant of our own desires.


The truth is that God does not owe us anything. If this sounds harsh, it is because in our self-righteous pride we think that we have really done something for God. In fact, we may secretly hope that the good things we do will gain us some kind of leverage with the Almighty. But even if we did everything he ever wanted us to do—even then we would only have done our duty. We should not think, therefore, that we have merited any favor with God. God is not moved by our obedience. Not one of our best works—or all of our good works put together—give us a right to the household of heaven.


This is what Jesus means when he says that we are “unworthy servants”: he means that we do not have any merit of our own. To translate the word another way, we are “unprofitable.” In other words, when it comes to our service, God never gets a positive return on his investment. He is our Creator and Redeemer in Christ; therefore he already has a right to all our allegiance. Even if we gave God perfect service, we would only be giving him what he demands and deserves; it would profit God nothing. But in fact we often fail to serve him well, so he actually gets a negative return on his investment.


If even the good things we do are done only by the grace of God, how could we even begin to think of ourselves as the master, and God as our servant? J. C. Ryle said, “He that desires to be saved must confess that there is no good thing in him, and that he has no merit, no goodness, no worthiness of his own. He must be willing to renounce his own righteousness, and to trust in the righteousness of another, even Christ the Lord.”4 Yet how hard it is for us to renounce our own righteousness! How hard it is to admit that we deserve nothing from God, and that whatever good we do is only our duty, done by the grace of God. In the words of Martin Luther:


Even though we are in faith . . . the heart is always ready to boast of itself before God and say: “After all, I have preached so long and lived so well and done so much, surely he will take this into account.”. . . But when you come before God, leave all that boasting at home and remember to appeal from justice to grace. . . . I myself have been preaching [grace] for almost twenty years and still I feel the old clinging dirt of wanting to deal so with God that I may contribute something, so that he will have to give his grace in exchange for my holiness. Still I cannot get it into my head that I should surrender myself completely to sheer grace; yet this is what I should and must do.5





When we finally do surrender to the grace of God, we make the most amazing discovery: even though we do not deserve it, Jesus did exactly what a master never does and made himself the servant of our salvation. Jesus hinted at this back in chapter 12, when he told a parable about a master who dressed for service, invited his servants to recline at his table, and began to serve them dinner (Luke 12:37). He was beginning to teach his disciples about his own saving grace. Later he would ask them, “Who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one who serves” (Luke 22:27). Jesus Christ is the worthy servant. He proved it by going to the cross and suffering for our sins, serving us to the very death. Now he welcomes us into the family of God and invites us to sit down and taste the banquet of his joy.


We should never imagine that this is something we deserve. If a master decides to serve his servants, it is not because they have earned the right to be served, but only because of his amazing grace. When we ourselves have received this grace, it becomes our joy to say what Jesus taught us to say: “We are unworthy servants; we have only done what was our duty” (Luke 17:10). This is not false modesty; it is a plain statement of the truth. It is a joy for us to say it because it means that none of the credit goes to us; it all goes to God in Christ. How little we have done for Jesus—infinitely less than he deserves. But how much he has done for us on the cross, through the empty tomb, and every day that we live under his loving care.






 

TEN MEN CRY FOR HELP

How shall we respond to God for the gift of all this grace? By continuing to do our duty, demanding nothing in exchange, and also by returning to him our thanks and praise. This may seem perfectly obvious, but it is something that many people never do—maybe most people—which shows that they do not yet understand what God owes them and what they owe to God.


It is sad to say, but as many as nine people out of ten never thank God for what he has done for them. We know this from what happened next: “On the way to Jerusalem he was passing along between Samaria and Galilee. And as he entered a village, he was met by ten lepers, who stood at a distance and lifted up their voices, saying, ‘Jesus, Master, have mercy on us’” (Luke 17:11–13).


Jesus was still on his journey to Jerusalem, making his way to Calvary and the cross. He was out in the wilderness between Samaria and Galilee, in the no man’s land where one would expect to find the outcasts of society. There he met ten lepers. In those days lepers were social outcasts who lived at the very edge of destruction. According to the law of God, lepers were ceremonially unclean: “The leprous person who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease. He is unclean. He shall live alone. His dwelling shall be outside the camp” (Lev. 13:45–46). Lepers led a miserable existence, their lives dominated by their disabling disease. In addition to the physical pains of their illness, they suffered total rejection. They were cut off from the physical affection of their families and the worship of their spiritual community. To be a leper was to be separated from society and alienated from the people of God.


Luke reinforces the sense of separation by saying that the ten lepers “stood at a distance” (Luke 17:12). They were not allowed to come too close. Thus in order to get Jesus’ attention, they had to shout at the top of their lungs. What they usually shouted was “Unclean, unclean!” But this time they cried for mercy, begging for relief.


The lepers’ cry for help is a good example of the way needy sinners ought to pray. How do we ask for God’s help in a time of physical or spiritual need? We cry out to Jesus, the loving and saving Son of God, who alone is able to help us in our time of need. We call him our Master, acknowledging his lordship and remembering that we are only his servants. Then we pray for mercy, not claiming that we deserve anything, or waiting until we think we are good enough for God, but coming right out and asking for the grace that only God can give.


This is the kind of prayer that God loves to answer: a desperate cry for help offered in the name of his Son. He will answer our own deep cry for mercy, just as he answered the prayer of all ten lepers: “When he saw them he said to them, ‘Go and show yourselves to the priests.’ And as they went they were cleansed” (Luke 17:14). It was a miracle! Jesus just said the word and all ten lepers were totally clean—healed by the word of Christ’s power.


When Jesus told these men to go and show themselves to the priests, he was following an Old Testament ritual. According to the law of Moses (see Lev. 14:1–32), the priests were the ones who decided whether someone was clean or unclean. They were something like public health inspectors: they would examine people’s skin to determine when their disease was healed and they could return to their community, which they did only after an eight-day ceremony for cleansing. So when Jesus told these men to go to the priests, he was announcing that they would be clean. Even if he did not say this in so many words, what he told them to do entailed their miraculous cure. Jesus was commanding them to do something that only a cured leper could do, and in doing so he was answering their cry for mercy.






 

THE TENTH LEPER

All ten lepers did what Jesus told them to do. Even before their skin was healed, they were on their way to their priests, and as they went on their way, they looked down and discovered that their skin was totally clean. As J. C. Ryle put it, “help meets them in the path of obedience.”6 Their prayers were answered, their lives rescued, their bodies cleansed.


Yet the main emphasis here is not so much on the miraculous cure these men received as it is on the way they responded to God’s mercy. Luke reports, “Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice; and he fell on his face at Jesus’ feet, giving him thanks” (Luke 17:15–16).


The man who went back to Jesus had an appreciation that was born out of desperation. What is shocking about this, though, is that he was the only man to do it. Only one man out of ten went back to say “thank you.” This was surprising to Jesus himself, as we can tell from his amazement in verse 17: “Were not ten cleansed? Where are the nine?” (Luke 17:17). Where are the nine? Why have they not returned to give Jesus thanks?


As far as we know, Jesus never saw these men again; they never came to Christ. The Bible does not tell us exactly why the nine former lepers never returned, but the reason is not hard to perceive. Apparently, although these men were religious enough to know where to find a priest and perform the eight-day ritual of cleansing, their hearts were not melted by the grace that God had shown to them in Jesus Christ. They were happy enough to be clean, but they did not see themselves as the recipients of undeserved mercy, because if they had, they surely would have gone back to thank Jesus.


In other words, the nine lepers were a lot like the servant Jesus had been talking about in verses 7 to 10: they called Jesus “Master,” but then apparently they expected him to wait on them hand and foot, as if performing miracles for them were simply his duty. They took Jesus for granted, treating him like a Cosmic Butler instead of a Suffering Servant. They did not think they owed him anything, not even their thanksgiving.


Sadly, this is what most people seem to think. When we watch nine people out of ten forget to thank Jesus, we are witnessing a microcosm of humanity. Is any sin more characteristic of our fallen race than ingratitude? “Although they knew God,” Paul writes of depraved humanity, “they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him” (Rom. 1:21). Elsewhere he goes so far as to identify ingratitude as one of the prevailing sins of godlessness in the last days (see 2 Tim. 3:1–2). We are inclined to think of ingratitude as a relatively minor sin, but in fact it is one of the worst sins in the Bible.


Ingratitude is a way of saying that God owes us whatever he gives us, and that we owe him nothing in return. Thus it is a complete reversal of our real position before God, namely, that he owes us nothing and we owe him everything. Ingratitude is also a direct assault on God’s glory. When we do not thank God for his blessings, we are refusing to give him the praise that he rightly deserves.


These sins are all too common in the church, where we are nearly as likely to hear people complaining about their circumstances as praising God for them. Do you count your blessings and thank God for them? Are you remembering to thank God for your present trials, trusting that he will use them to grow you in godliness? Or do you take God for granted, forgetting to praise him for everything he does and grumbling about every little thing that goes wrong? These are important questions to ask, because if the response to this miracle is at all representative of the human race, 90 percent of people never thank God at all.


Fortunately, there was one man who got it right and found his joy in Jesus. As soon as he saw that his skin was clean, this man started returning thanks. He did it immediately, not waiting until he met with the priests, but going straight to Jesus—first things first. He did it joyously and spontaneously, while he was still on his way to the Savior. He did it loudly and exuberantly, shouting his praises to God. This is what we should do any time God heals us, or rescues us, or blesses us: we should gratefully give glory to God. We should do this right away, before we forget. John Calvin rightly said, “We have short memories in magnifying God’s grace. Every blessing that God confers upon us perishes through our carelessness, if we are not prompt and active in giving thanks.”7


The way to guard against this ungrateful sin is to follow the tenth leper’s example and return thanks to God on every occasion of his blessing. Whenever the sun dawns on a bright new day, whenever we sit down to a meal that God has provided, whenever we see God at work in a broken relationship, whenever we sense God’s presence in our daily work, whenever we are confronted with a problem that forces us to depend on God—whenever we experience any blessing at all—we should give heartfelt expression to our gratitude by giving praise to God.


We will do this, however, only if we know that we do not deserve anything from God, and that therefore everything he gives us is grace. The Heidelberg Catechism asks how many things we need to know in order to live and die in the comfort of Christ. The answer is three: “First, the greatness of my sin and misery. Second, how I am redeemed from all my sins and misery. Third, how I am to be thankful to God for such redemption” (A. 2). The tenth leper must have known these three things, for he had the kind of gratitude that only grace compels.


Maybe this was partly because the man was a spiritual outsider. Luke calls special attention to this fact: “Now he was a Samaritan” (Luke 17:16). In other words, the first (and only) man to give thanks was the last person any Jew would have expected to do anything exemplary.


The Samaritans were cousins of the Jews who followed only the law of Moses, not the rest of the Old Testament, and who established their own form of worship on Mount Gerizim. Because the Samaritans did not belong to the covenant community, the Jews of Jesus’ day generally did not associate with them (see John 4:9). In fact, even Jesus seemed surprised that this man came back to say thanks. “Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” he asked (Luke 17:18). The answer was no; only the outsider returned. Here was a man who knew that he did not deserve anything from God, and therefore whatever healing he experienced was only by grace.






 

SAVED BY FAITH


There was something else that distinguished this man from all the others and put him in the top 10 percent: he had faith in Jesus—saving faith. We know this because Jesus said so: “And he said to him, ‘Rise and go your way; your faith has made you well’” (Luke 17:19).


The word that Jesus uses here for wellness (Greek sesōken) is a form of the New Testament word for salvation. Back in verse 14 the man was cleansed; now he is saved. This partly refers to his physical healing, of course, but not only to that. It also reminds us of the total personal transformation that comes from having a faith relationship with Jesus Christ. Here was a man who was isolated and alienated from society, cut off from the community of faith. But now he is at the feet of Jesus. He is no longer separated from human relationships—medically, ethnically, or spiritually—but reconciled to God and man. The man is saved in every sense of the word. He has received “not just physical healing such as the other nine received, but forgiveness and reconciliation and eternal life, and the removal of all alienation and distance between himself and God caused by his sin and moral uncleanness.”8


What saved the man—what made him well, body and soul—was faith in Jesus Christ. He first exercised that faith when he cried out to Jesus for salvation. “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us”—this was his simple prayer of faith. He exercised his faith again when he obeyed Jesus and went to show himself to the priests. According to verse 14, it was only as he went that his skin was healed; when he started off he was still a leper! Therefore, it took faith for him to follow the command of Christ, and if he did not have that faith, he would not be healed.


It was also by faith that he went back to Jesus and worshiped.9 This is what distinguished the man from the other nine lepers. They too were healed by faith, at least to a certain extent. But their healing only went skin deep. Only one man recognized what his healing revealed about Jesus, and therefore what implications it had for his eternal salvation. So the man returned to Jesus, and when he did, he was doing something more than simply returning thanks: he was coming to trust in Jesus. He wanted something more than physical healing: he wanted to know Jesus in a personal way. It was not simply what Jesus could do for him that he wanted, but Jesus himself, in all his grace—not just his work, but also his person. Therefore, the man joined himself to Jesus by faith: “Of the ten men who are touched by the healing power of Jesus, only one realizes that what has happened deserves a personal, heartfelt response to the Savior from whom that power has flowed.”10


The other nine men did what Jesus said, and they wanted what Jesus could give, but they did not want to be with Jesus in a relationship of loving trust. As far as we know, they never came to him in saving faith. That is what this episode is really about: not just being grateful to God, but coming to Jesus by faith. David Gooding writes:


Ingratitude for the general gifts of the Creator is bad enough; and many have been the people who in dire trouble have called on God for special deliverance and being granted it, have ungratefully gone further from God than they were before. But our story is dealing with something even more sad and serious. The healing of the lepers was not an ordinary common gift of the Creator to his creatures, nor simply some special gift of providence. It was a miraculous sign intended to point them to Christ so that through faith in Christ they might receive salvation and eternal life.11





It is not enough for us to do what God says, as the other nine lepers did (assuming that we could even do it). It is not even enough for us to be grateful when God restores our health or grants us some other blessing (which some people are, but many people are not). We will be saved forever only if we come to Jesus in faith, trusting him the way the tenth leper did and then worshiping at his feet.


What is your response to what God has done for you? Come to Jesus in faith. Trust in his death and resurrection for the forgiveness of sins and the hope of eternal life. Then return thanks to him for all the blessings of his grace. Show full gratitude by living for the glory of God. Understand that God owes us nothing, and that we owe him everything, starting with the grateful worship of a thankful heart.


Charles Spurgeon once shared the gospel with a woman who was so talkative that even that loquacious preacher could hardly get a word in edgewise. Yet eventually she listened to him long enough to hear the good news, and as she began to understand the mercy God had for her in Christ, she bubbled with excitement and said, “Oh, Mr. Spurgeon, if Christ saves me he will never hear the end of it!”12


No, Jesus never will hear the end of it, because his salvation lasts forever, and therefore his grace demands eternal gratitude. We will be returning thanks to him forever.
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 KINGDOM COME

Luke 17:20–37


Being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, he answered them, “The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed, nor will they say, ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There!’ for behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you.” (Luke 17:20–21)


Sometimes we cannot help but wonder when the kingdom will ever come. As we wander through this weary old world, with all its disappointment and decay, we wonder when God will make everything right. Deep down we know we were made to live somewhere free from pain and sorrow and death. We long for a better place—a place where justice is done, where God reigns supreme, and where his people have peace and joy. At times when we feel God-forsaken, therefore, when our dreams are dashed, when we are afraid of the future, when evil seems to triumph and righteousness seems irrelevant, we ask when the kingdom will ever come.






 

THE QUESTION OF THE KINGDOM


The Pharisees asked this question too, not to catch Jesus saying something wrong, but because they wanted to know when God would establish his righteous rule. The coming of the kingdom was a burning issue in those days, and it is not surprising that people asked Jesus for his opinion. Israel was then under Roman occupation and people were longing for deliverance from their oppression. They wanted to know when God would restore the fortunes of his people and when his righteousness would prevail. Some people thought the kingdom would be a new Jewish government. Others thought more in spiritual terms, but everyone was looking for God to make everything right with their world. When would the kingdom come?


Here is the answer Jesus gave: “Being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, he answered them, ‘The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed, nor will they say, “Look, here it is!” or “There!” for behold, the kingdom of God is in the midst of you’” (Luke 17:20–21).


Like many of the things God does—maybe most of them—the kingdom will not come the way people expect. The Pharisees thought the kingdom would come with special signs. They were looking for the kind of fanfare that usually accompanies earthly kingdoms—the pomp and the circumstance. Or they were looking for supernatural signs they could read in the sky—a way of predicting God’s future. They expected someone with secret knowledge to tell them where the kingdom was, pointing it out by prophecy.


Many people in the church expect the same things today. They see a culture in spiritual chaos and seek a political solution—the kingdom of God established through human government. Or they speculate about the end-times prophecies in the Bible and develop a timetable for the second coming. Or they claim to have secret and specific knowledge about the end of the world.


Be careful! This is what the Pharisees were looking for, too, but it is not what Jesus promised. How foolish people always look when they have their own ideas about the kingdom of God—like the radio Bible teacher who predicted (wrongly, as it turned out) that the world would end in 1994 and then later told people to leave the church because it was no longer part of God’s plan. Jesus said the kingdom would not come with any signs—at least, not the kind that people were looking for. He said people would not be able to predict when it would come, or point to it by their own wisdom. No one sees the kingdom of God by outward observation; the only way to enter is by faith.


In fact, the kingdom was right in front of the Pharisees, if only they would believe in Jesus as the Son of God and the Savior of the world. Scholars have long puzzled over the precise meaning of the end of verse 21. The kingdom of God is simply the rule of God, his sovereign authority. As Graeme Goldsworthy explains, it is God’s people, in God’s place, under God’s rule.1 But what did Jesus mean when he said, “the kingdom of God is within you,” as the Scripture literally says?


Some people think Jesus means that the kingdom of God is something inside us—an inward spiritual reality. This is certainly true: the first place God needs to rule is in the kingdom of the heart, as the Pharisees so badly needed to learn. However, the kingdom of God is also something more than an inward spiritual reality; it comes to a powerful, public manifestation in the world. The expression “within you” can sometimes be translated “among you,” or “in the midst of you,” and this seems to be the most likely interpretation here. It could hardly be said that the Pharisees had the kingdom of God within them. Yet they were in the very presence of the kingdom of God. Since Jesus is the King, wherever he is, the kingdom is.


The kingdom of God was present in the preaching of Jesus Christ. Wherever Jesus went, he always proclaimed the good news of the kingdom of God (e.g., Luke 4:43; 8:1). The kingdom was also present in his miracles. Whenever Jesus cast out demons or healed the sick, he was demonstrating the power of God’s kingdom. In fact, after one miracle he said to the Pharisees, “the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Luke 11:20). These men did not need any more signs. They did not need anyone to come and tell them where the kingdom was. They simply needed to listen to Jesus.


How ironic this was, and how tragic! The Pharisees were looking for the kingdom, but it was already there. Jesus may have looked as if he was wearing peasant clothing, but he was really the King, and unless people acknowledged his royal person, they would miss out on the kingdom of God. Even the clearest sign cannot help us if we refuse to see Jesus and trust him by faith.


If we are wise, we will be careful to avoid making the same mistake the Pharisees made. The only hope of the kingdom is Jesus Christ. Only he can make everything right with the world. J. C. Ryle said, “The vast majority of men are utterly deceived in their expectations with respect to the kingdom of God. They are waiting for signs which will never appear. They are looking for indications which they will never discover.”2 All we really need to do is trust in Jesus, giving him the honor he deserves as our God and our King.






 

WHEN LIGHTNING STRIKES


Having warned the Pharisees what to look for—and what not to look for—Jesus turned his attention to his disciples. They needed to know about the kingdom too, not because they did not know who the King was, but because they were not yet ready for his kingdom to come.


It is important to understand that the kingdom of God does not come all at once, but little by little, until finally the King is seen in all his glory. Earlier Jesus had compared his kingdom to a little seed that develops into a tree or a pinch of leaven that rises into a loaf of bread (Luke 13:18–21). This is how the kingdom grows.


The process had already started. Since Jesus was the King, his first coming to earth was the advent of his kingdom. Truly the kingdom of God was in their midst. But the day was coming when Jesus would reign in the full supremacy of his risen majesty. He was already the King, but his kingdom had not yet come—not the way it would come when he returned in all his glory. The kingdom that came in Christ will come again at his second coming. Therefore, we are living between the “already” and the “not yet,” which explains why we are still praying for God’s kingdom to come, and why sometimes we wonder when our prayers will ever be answered.


Unlike the Pharisees, the disciples were ready to learn more about this. To prepare them for kingdom come, Jesus said to them: “The days are coming when you will desire to see one of the days of the Son of Man, and you will not see it. And they will say to you, ‘Look, there!’ or ‘Look, here!’ Do not go out or follow them. For as the lightning flashes and lights up the sky from one side to the other, so will the Son of Man be in his day” (Luke 17:22–24).


When Jesus said “the days are coming,” he was looking ahead to his future kingdom. He knew the time would come when the disciples would look for his appearance and wonder why he was so long in coming. Some people think “the days of the Son of Man” refers to his earthly ministry. In that case, the disciples would be looking back with fond remembrance on all the happy times they shared with Jesus during his good old days on earth. However, this passage is looking forward, not backwards; what Jesus says is oriented towards the future. Furthermore, when the Bible talks about the day or days of the Son of Man (Luke 17:22, 24, 26, 30; cf. Dan. 7:13–14), generally it is talking about the last day on earth, when Jesus will come again to judge the world. The term “Son of Man,” as used in Daniel’s prophecy and also by Jesus as a common self-designation, refers to the God-Man who ascends to the throne of God’s eternal kingdom. His “day” is the day of final judgment.


Everyone needs to get ready for that awesome eventuality. However, people have so many crazy ideas about the end times that it is easy to go astray, which is why we need to know what Jesus said about the end of the world. He said the time would come when we would start to wonder when his kingdom would ever come. He said that people claiming to have inside information would tell us that the Messiah was here or there, tempting us to believe that we have it all wrong, or that we are missing out on a secret we need to know for salvation. But Jesus knew that all the rumors and speculation would only lead us away from the truth. To protect us from getting taken in, he said, very firmly, “Do not go out or follow them” (Luke 17:23).


When the Son of Man does return, it will be so totally and universally obvious that we will not need anyone to tell us where he is. Any sign would be superfluous. Jesus said the second coming will strike like a bolt of lightning that flashes across the sky: sudden in its appearance, obvious in its shining brightness, and powerful in its mighty display of the glory of God.


I witnessed the power of lightning firsthand while canoeing down the Wisconsin River with a group of junior high students. We saw flashes of lightning in the distance, followed sometime afterwards by rumbles of thunder. Prudently, we headed for the riverbank, where one of the other youth leaders seized the opportunity for a basic lesson in the relative speeds of light and sound. Stopwatch in hand, my friend made a few observations, performed some calculations, and knowingly pronounced: “Well, the storm is about ten miles away. It seems to be heading our direction, but it’s not moving very quickly.” Only seconds later a bolt of lightning ripped right over the clearing and a simultaneous clap of thunder knocked us all flat on the ground. When I had recovered from the shock sufficiently to know that we were still alive, I wryly said to my coleader, “So, tell us: How far away was that?”


So it will be at the end of the world. Jesus Christ, God the Son and Son of Man, will come like lightning from the sky. “At the end time of the world,” said Cyril of Alexandria, “he will not descend from heaven obscurely or secretly, but with godlike glory.”3 On that great day, no one will need any signs to tell them what is happening. Jesus Christ will be unmistakably, instantaneously, and universally revealed in all of his majesty. This is how the kingdom will come: with the triumphant and glorious return of the Son of Man.


Something else had to happen first, however, and Jesus made sure to mention it: “But first he must suffer many things and be rejected by this generation” (Luke 17:25). Once again, Jesus was foreshadowing the crucifixion by predicting his sufferings and death. He had already told his disciples that he would die and rise again (Luke 9:22), that he would be put to death by wicked men (Luke 9:44). Jesus could not speak about the coming of the kingdom without making this prediction again. He always viewed the kingdom through the lens of the crucifixion and the resurrection. In order to establish the kingdom of his grace, he first had to die for sinners, taking upon himself the judgment that our sins deserved. His kingdom could not come without the sufferings that would lead him to the cross. Therefore, if people were looking for the kingdom of God, the first thing they would see was Christ crucified.


It is the same for us. The kingdom only comes at the cost of his blood, and we can only enter the kingdom of God by trusting that Jesus died on the cross for our sins. The kingdom will come to us when we believe in Jesus for our salvation.






 

THE EXAMPLE OF NOAH


If the kingdom is coming, then we need to be ready. This is the basic exhortation Jesus gives at the end of this discourse. He told the Pharisees that in one sense the kingdom had already come. He told the disciples that in another sense his kingdom is still coming. There are two comings of the kingdom. Jesus came once in the humiliation of his earthly suffering; he will come again in the exaltation of his royal glory. Someday in the future—after his sufferings—the Son of Man will come with sudden and inescapable force. Therefore, we need to be prepared for his coming.


In order to make this practical point, Jesus gave two examples from the Old Testament. These examples show how unexpected the second coming will be, and also how terrible it will be for anyone who falls under the righteous judgment of God. The first example comes from the story of the great flood: “Just as it was in the days of Noah, so will it be in the days of the Son of Man. They were eating and drinking and marrying and being given in marriage, until the day when Noah entered the ark, and the flood came and destroyed them all” (Luke 17:26–27; cf. Gen. 6–7).


It must have taken Noah years to build his enormous ark. How ridiculous it must have seemed for him to build such a large craft so far from any body of water. No one paid any attention to what Noah was doing, or if they did, it was only for the purpose of ridicule. People simply went about their business as usual: eating and drinking and getting married and doing all the other things that people do, but never repenting of their sin or putting their faith in God unto salvation.


Then came the day when Noah went into his ark, together with all God’s animals. This was also the day it started to rain. It kept raining and raining until the floods came and everyone was washed away. The people who died never saw it coming. They just went about their lives, never stopping to think that judgment was coming.


The same thing happened on 9/11, when Muslim terrorists destroyed the World Trade Center in New York City. It was just an ordinary September morning, with people doing all the things that people usually do: dropping off their children at school, riding the subway to work, carrying their coffee up the elevator, checking their e-mail, and getting ready for business meetings. None of them knew what terror was about to strike, or that many of them were about to lose their lives.


Jesus said that exactly the same thing will happen at the second coming. People will be going about their business as usual. They will be sitting down for dinner, or walking the dog, or watching television, or putting their children down for the night. They will be loving, or fighting, or serving, or sinning, or doing any of the other things that people do. They will be so caught up in doing these ordinary things that they will be taken completely by surprise—“overtaken in the destruction that they might have avoided.”4


Are you ready for the day of judgment? Most people are so preoccupied with what is happening today that they hardly ever think about kingdom come. Tell them that the end is near and they laugh at you the way people laughed at Noah. But instead of laughing they ought to be listening. Do not make the same mistake! Listen to the warning of the Son of Man and get ready for his great day by trusting in him for salvation. This is the only way to be safe when the kingdom comes. Just ask Noah and his family!






 

THE EXAMPLE OF LOT AND HIS WIFE

Or consider a second example, also taken from the book of Genesis: “Likewise, just as it was in the days of Lot—they were eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building, but on the day when Lot went out from Sodom, fire and sulfur rained from heaven and destroyed them all” (Luke 17:28–29).


This was another terrible disaster, justly inflicted on a corrupt community. Even to this day, the sins of Sodom are infamous: injustice, inhospitality, and immorality—especially flagrant homosexual and heterosexual sin. Day after day the citizens of Sodom went on sinning, never imagining that God would destroy them. On the very day when fire and brimstone fell from heaven, the Sodomites were wining and dining, striking business deals, and breaking ground on new construction. Suddenly they all perished, to their everlasting surprise—every last one of them.


“So will it be,” Jesus said, “on the day when the Son of Man is revealed” (Luke 17:30). The thunder and lightning of divine judgment will strike without warning, right in the middle of daily life. People will be shopping at the mall, or stuck in traffic, or taking out the trash, or reading their financial reports, and they will be overtaken by the wrath of God. Like the rumble of distant thunder, there are signs of the coming judgment in every disaster; but like lightning, the end will come without any last warning.


Will you be ready when the time comes? Many people are not ready, because no matter how many warnings they are given, most people never listen. We see this any time there is a natural or terrorist disaster. People wonder what went wrong and why they were not better prepared. It always turns out that there were plenty of warning signs; only no one paid any attention to them.


In this case, the consequences for not being prepared will be eternally fatal, because although some people will be saved at the second coming, many others will be lost forever. At that point there will be nothing they can do to escape disaster, because they never came to safety in Jesus Christ.


To show how hopeless their situation will be, Jesus said, “On that day, let the one who is on the housetop, with his goods in the house, not come down to take them away, and likewise let the one who is in the field not turn back” (Luke 17:31; cf. Matt. 24:17–18). In other words, when judgment comes, no one will have time to run back inside and get their belongings. In Matthew and Mark this warning almost certainly refers to the judgment that fell on Jerusalem in A.d. 70, when the city was sacked by the Romans. But here Jesus is looking to a farther horizon. He is speaking about the day of the Son of Man and saying that by then it will be too late! The only thing that can be saved on the day of judgment is someone’s soul, and the only souls that will be saved are ones that have been joined to Jesus by faith.


Then comes one of the shortest verses in the Bible, and also one of the saddest: “Remember Lot’s wife” (Luke 17:32). Lot’s wife and her husband had compromised their godliness by living in the sin city of Sodom. They wanted to get as close to the world as they could get away with, little expecting that Sodom was a city God had purposed to destroy. Yet in his mercy God sent angels to deliver Lot and his wife from judgment. These angels gave them some very specific instructions for their escape: “Do not look back or stop anywhere in the valley. Escape to the hills, lest you be swept away” (Gen. 19:17). But Lot’s wife did look back, and in his justice God suddenly turned her into a pillar of salt (Gen. 19:26).


Why was this woman destroyed? It was not so much because of where she looked, but because of what she loved. When Lot’s wife gave a backwards glance at the burning wreckage of Sodom, she was looking back longingly on everything the world had to offer: the security of her family, the pleasures of sin, and the approval of neighbors who knew how to have what they called “a good time.” This was her fatal attraction. God had shown her the way of salvation, and she was well on her way to safety. Yet because her heart was still back in Sodom, she perished along the way.


Jesus tells us to remember Lot’s wife. Her story is one of the saddest in the whole Bible. She was “almost saved,” said Charles Spurgeon, “but not quite.”5 This calls for serious self-examination. How tragic it would be to end up like Lot’s wife: almost saved . . . but not quite. We should consider, therefore, what belongings we are still trying to salvage from this fallen world, and what sins our heart still longs to commit. Jesus is warning us against having a “sinful, selfish attachment to worldly things,”6 including all the things we know we should leave behind, but still hold on to. The nice house, the bigger paycheck, the job or the spouse we always wanted—none of these things will save us on the day of the Son of Man.






 

LEFT BEHIND

Don’t look back, but flee from the wrath to come! For as Jesus went on to say, “Whoever seeks to preserve his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life will keep it” (Luke 17:33). This is one of the strange paradoxes of the gospel. If we try to save our lives—in other words, if we hold on to our position in the world, with all the possessions it has to offer—we will end up losing life itself, as well as everything we have worked so hard to gain.


On the other hand, if we give ourselves away—if we commit our whole lives to Jesus Christ, offering our time and our talents in service and sacrifice to others—then we will get to keep our lives forever. People may think we are crazy for doing it, but when we let go of what earth has to offer, we gain what only heaven has to give. As Jim Elliot so famously said, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”7


Will we live for ourselves, or will we live for Christ and his kingdom? What a difference our choice makes! When the Son of Man returns, he will make an eternal separation. Some will be saved, while others are lost forever. Jesus wanted to make sure that we knew this, so he said, “I tell you, in that night there will be two in one bed. One will be taken and the other left. There will be two women grinding together. One will be taken and the other left” (Luke 17:34–35). According to some manuscripts, he also said, “Two men will be in the field; one will be taken and the other left” (Luke 17:36).


Possibly Jesus meant that one person would be taken to glory—the “rapture,” as some Christians call it—while the other is left behind. What seems more likely is that one person will be taken away to judgment, while the other is spared. This is also the language that the apostle uses in 1 Thessalonians 4:17, where it is clearly believers who are “left behind.” Either way, God will cut right down the center of the human race and make a final division between the redeemed and the damned. This eternal separation—this great divorce—will divide even the closest relationships: the husband and wife who share the same bed, the colaborers who work side by side at the office. People who share almost the exact same situation in life will find themselves on opposite sides of eternity. A wife will roll over in the middle of the night to find that her husband is gone forever. One business partner will end up in heaven, while the other goes to hell.


The end of the world could come at any time. How suddenly and unexpectedly Jesus will come again, and how disastrous his coming will be for anyone who is not prepared! If we trust in Jesus Christ and believe that he died on the cross for our sins, there is no need to be afraid. But if we do not trust in Christ, we are not ready for the day of the Son of Man.


Once we understand this, we will never live the same way again. We cannot just go about our business as usual. First we have to make sure that our soul is secure by asking Jesus to be our Savior and our God. Be wise like Noah, who found safety in the ark, not foolish like Lot’s wife, who looked back at what she loved and was lost forever.


Then once we put our trust in the Son of Man, we start praying for the people we know who need to know Christ. This means loving them for Jesus and talking straight with them about the gospel. Consider what will happen on the day of judgment to your husband or wife, to the people who work at your office, to the kid who sits next to you in class, or to the neighbor who lives on your street. Will they be lost when the time comes, or will they find safety in Jesus Christ?


The disciples were deeply troubled when Jesus said all this, and rightly so. They were terrified by the thought of being taken away for judgment. Hoping to find some way of escape, they said, “Where, Lord?” (Luke 17:37). Perhaps they knew better than to ask “when” because Jesus had already told them he would come unexpectedly. But maybe he would at least tell them “where” so they could stay away from danger.


Jesus answered by saying, “Where the corpse is, there the vultures will gather” (Luke 17:37). This statement must have troubled the disciples, because it seems to raise more questions than it answers. What kind of corpse was Jesus talking about, and what kind of vultures?


Many interpretations have been offered,8 but what Jesus said is perhaps best understood as a proverb about spiritual life and death. The place where people are spiritually dead is the place where the forces of judgment will gather, much the way that vultures circle around a carcass. When Jesus said this, he may have been referring to the Pharisees and their dead hypocrisy. Or perhaps this is simply an image of the terrible finality of the coming judgment. Vultures only feed off the dead, and by the time they have gathered, there is nothing anyone can do for the deceased.


Jesus used this grim and rather grotesque image as a warning. He forces us to ask: Am I still dead in my sins, or have I found new life in Jesus Christ? In one of his famous evangelistic sermons from the book of Romans, Donald Grey Barnhouse told the story of a man he went to visit in a Philadelphia hospital. Dr. Barnhouse heard that the man was dying, and since he knew that the man was not a Christian, he wanted one last chance to give him the gospel.


Even on his deathbed, the man showed so little concern for his eternal destiny that Dr. Barnhouse decided the situation called for drastic measures. He asked the man if he could stay in his room through the night. When the man asked why, the pastor pulled up a chair and said, “Because I’ve never seen a man die without Christ.” Suddenly the man realized that he was not nearly as ready to die as he thought he was, and by the time their conversation was over, he prayed to receive Christ as his Savior.


Whoever is wise will do the same thing and acknowledge Christ as King. But do not wait until you are on your deathbed to do it. Do it now, so that you are ready for kingdom come.
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 PERSISTING IN PRAYER

Luke 18:1–8


“For a while he refused, but afterward he said to himself, ‘Though I neither fear God nor respect man, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will give her justice, so that she will not beat me down by her continual coming.’” (Luke 18:4–5)


It is hard enough to pray at all, let alone to keep on praying until we get God’s answer. There are many reasons for this sinful negligence—none of them good ones. There is our physical weakness; sometimes we fall asleep while we pray. There is our lazy lack of discipline; we simply do not make the time to spend time alone with God in prayer. There is our callous indifference to a world in need, which ought to be driving us to our knees. There is our false sense of independence; even if we never come right out and say it, we think we are managing so well on our own that we hardly need to pray. There is our lack of faith in the promises of God. Then there is our outright rebellion: the Spirit calls us to pray, but we refuse. The list goes on and on.


Then sometimes we stop praying because we lose heart. God does not answer our prayers the way we think he ought to. We pray for the sick, but they are not healed. We pray for God to provide, but we are still out of work. We pray for someone to get saved, and he or she keeps running away from God. We pray for a partner in life, but we are still alone. Soon we start to wonder whether God is listening, and eventually we may get so discouraged that we stop asking God for help at all.


Jesus knew us well enough to know that we would struggle with persisting in prayer. So he told his disciples “a parable to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart” (Luke 18:1). Ordinarily we do not get the key to unlock a parable until the end of the story, but this time the key is already in the lock, and all we need to do is open the door. The Son of God—who always prayed to his Father, and who even now prays for us all the time—is telling us not to give up, but to persist in prayer.






 

THE PERSISTENT WIDOW AND THE UNJUST JUDGE


Jesus had been speaking about the second coming of the Son of Man. Jesus came into the world once for the salvation of sinners: born at Christmas, he died on Good Friday and was raised again on Easter Sunday. He will come again at the end of the world, very suddenly, and very disastrously for anyone who is not ready for his return.


Right now, therefore, we are living between the two comings of Christ, in the long interval between the “already” and the “not yet.” We are watching and waiting for Jesus, longing for the day when he will come again to make everything right with our world. But the Son of Man seems to be so long in coming that sometimes we are tempted to wonder whether his promise will really come true.


Nevertheless, Jesus told us to keep praying. He said that “when His coming is apparently slow in taking place believers are not to become discouraged, but should persist in prayer, knowing that He will indeed come at the right time and will answer their supplication by destroying the powers of evil and by causing His chosen ones to triumph.”1 Jesus said all this by telling his disciples the following parable:


In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God nor respected man. And there was a widow in that city who kept coming to him and saying, “Give me justice against my adversary.” For a while he refused, but afterward he said to himself, “Though I neither fear God nor respect man, yet because this woman keeps bothering me, I will give her justice, so that she will not beat me down by her continual coming.” (Luke 18:2–5)





A good story has strong characters, and in this story two clearly drawn characters stand sharply in contrast. One is a man, while the other is a woman. One is in a position of power, while the other is almost helpless. One is wrong, and the other is in the right.


The first character we meet is a crooked judge. In fact, sometimes this story is called “The Parable of the Unjust Judge,” which is what Jesus calls the man in verse 6. It almost sounds like an oxymoron, but only because the man’s character was in contradiction to his calling. The judge neither feared God nor respected man (Luke 18:2). In other words, he lacked the very two qualities which are most necessary for true justice. The best standard for any judge to follow is the one King Jehoshaphat established when he appointed judges for Judah. “Consider what you do,” the king said, “for you judge not for man but for the LORD. He is with you in giving judgment. Now then, let the fear of the LORD be upon you. Be careful what you do, for there is no injustice with the LORD our God, or partiality or taking bribes” (2 Chron. 19:6–7).


In those days someone who wanted a legal remedy often had to offer a substantial bribe. Thus a penniless victim basically had no chance with a man like this. The judge was ungracious, unloving, unmerciful, and ungodly. Strangely enough, the man knew how unjust he was. “I do not fear God,” he said at the end of verse 4, “and I do not love my neighbor.” The unjust judge did not pretend to be good because he knew that he wasn’t. He was the kind of man who did the right thing only when it was in his own self-interest.


The other leading character in the story was the woman who wanted justice, and who would not stop fighting for it until she got it. In fact, sometimes this story is called “The Parable of the Persistent Widow.” Her situation was desperate. As a widow, she was one of the most vulnerable members of society. Therefore, she was entitled to special protection under the law of God, who is the defender of widows. Yet when she was attacked by an enemy, no one came to her defense, and since she was too poor to hire a lawyer, she had no one to protect her. Though her cause was righteous, she found herself at the mercy of injustice.


Lacking any power or protection, the woman had only one thing going for her: her persistence (and she wasn’t afraid to use it, either). According to Jesus, she “kept coming” to the judge and saying “Give me justice!” (Luke 18:3). This was no less than she deserved, because according to Old Testament law, anyone who oppressed a widow was cursed by God (see Deut. 27:19).


At first the judge ignored her, hoping that she would go away; but the woman was relentless. She would not take “no” for an answer, but kept pestering the judge to give her justice, until finally he said, “because this widow keeps bothering me, I will give her justice, so that she will not beat me down by her continual coming” (Luke 18:5). The woman was such a constant annoyance that in the end she simply wore the man down.


If we keep asking for something long enough, sometimes we can get what we want, even if people do not really want to give it to us. Eventually they realize it will cost them less to give in than it will to put up with our persistent pleading. Children master this strategy at an early age, because often their stubbornness is the only resource they have. Or consider the strange case of the rancher from Powder Bluff, Colorado, who was asked if he wanted to resubscribe to National Geographic. The computer handling the magazine’s mailing list malfunctioned and generated 9,734 separate renewal notices! The rancher couldn’t resist: he traveled ten miles to the nearest post office and sent in a check to renew his subscription, along with a note that read, “I give up! Send me your magazine!”2


This is what the crooked judge did as well: he gave up. Finally acquiescing to the widow’s incessant cry for help, he belatedly gave her the justice she had always deserved—not because it was the right thing to do, but only to get rid of her once and for all.






 

THE GOD WHO HEARS OUR PRAYERS


Jesus told this parable to make one simple and very practical point. Rather obviously, his point is not that God is like the unjust judge. Although some of the parables make a similar comparison, this particular parable works by way of contrast. The ungodly judge is against everything God stands for. He is unjust, uncaring, and unresponsive to the rights of the oppressed. Jesus did not put him in this story to represent God, therefore, but to make good use of a bad example. His argument thus takes the form of “how much more” as he reasons from the lesser (the unjust judge) to the greater (God the Father). Notice how Jesus explained and applied his parable: “Hear what the unrighteous judge says. And will not God give justice to his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long over them? I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily” (Luke 18:6–8).


The questions that Jesus asks are rhetorical. Will God give justice to his chosen people? Yes, because in his justice God has promised to save his own. Will he wait too long to save them? No, his deliverance will come at just the right time. The parable proves it. If even the worst judge will do what people demand, as long as they keep demanding it, then how much more will the most righteous judge of all show justice to the people he loves. Cyril of Alexandria said it like this: “How will not he who loves mercy and hates iniquity, and who always gives his helping hand to those that love him, accept those who draw near to him day and night and avenge them as his elect?”3


The contrast between God and the unjust judge is meant to encourage us in our prayers. God is everything that the judge is not, and every one of his perfections gives us confidence when we pray. Consider, by way of contrast, three things the parable tells us about the character of God, and consider further how they help us when we pray.


First, God is a just God, who is fair in all his decisions and righteous in all his ways. God defends the widow and delivers the oppressed. He is always on the side of what is right, and always against injustice. He is a God who “gives justice” (Luke 18:7).


This means that we always have a final court of appeal. One of the great frustrations of life is that justice is not always done, at least as far as we can see. Ungodliness sometimes triumphs, and the guilty often go free. We see this in the persecution of the church by hostile governments. We see it in the corruption of our legal system. We see it in the systems of society that work to the disadvantage of people with poor connections. We see it in all the messy interpersonal situations where it is hard to know what really happened and who should be held responsible. We see this most clearly of all when we ourselves have been treated wrongly or unfairly. Sometimes we have no recourse but to accept injustice, no matter how much we rage against it.


There is always something else we can do, however, and that is to pray. We have a mighty Judge who has promised to do what is right. In the end he will render perfect justice in the total universe. He will straighten out every distressing situation that no one else could ever make right, and he will do it on the side of justice. In our own struggle with injustice, therefore, we can pray in faith, the way Abraham prayed when he said, “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?” (Gen. 18:25).


Second, God is a loving God, who knows his people by name and has promised to save us. The widow in the parable was anonymous; Jesus never tells us her name. As far as the judge was concerned, she was a total nobody (otherwise, he would have helped her). But when Jesus speaks about God’s justice, he says that God will take care of “his elect” (Luke 18:7). In other words, when we pray, we are praying to a God who knows who we are and has chosen us to belong to him. God has loved us in Christ before the foundation of the world.


The biblical doctrine of election means that God knew us before we ever came to know him. More than that, it means that God has a plan for our salvation, in which he has promised to save us to the very end. According to the Church of England’s Thirty-Nine Articles, election is “the everlasting purpose of God, whereby, before the foundations of the world were laid, He hath decreed by His counsel, secret to us, to deliver from the curse and damnation those whom He hath chosen in Christ out of mankind, and to bring them by Christ to everlasting salvation” (Article 17).


What a help this is to us when we pray! On the basis of our election, we have a claim on God that the widow never had on the unjust judge. When we bring our helpless case before our great Judge, we are coming to a God who knows us and cares about us and has already promised to save us. Far from hindering our prayers, the doctrine of election gives us a more confident basis on which to pray. We have been chosen by God, and this assures us that he will hear us when we pray. Now, whenever I am tempted to doubt whether God is concerned about the things that concern me, I can say, “Listen to my prayer, Father, because you have chosen me to be your own beloved child.” Even before I pray, I know that God loves me, and cares about me, and is ready to act on my behalf in the best possible way.


This brings us to a third aspect of God’s character that helps us when we pray: he is a wise God, especially with regard to his timing. Admittedly, God is often criticized for his timing. In fact, when Jesus asks whether God will delay, it may be tempting to say “yes,” because sometimes God’s justice seems to be so long in coming. Many wrongs will not be righted until the coming of the Son of Man, and as we have seen, there is a long interval between the first and second comings of Christ—long, at least, as it seems to us.


We need to remember “that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day” (2 Peter 3:8). We also need to recognize that Jesus is not saying justice will come immediately. Sometimes justice is delayed, as everyone knows. In fact, that is the very reason why Jesus told this parable: to teach us always to pray, and never to lose heart, even when our prayers seem to go unanswered. God is not ignoring us, like the unjust judge, or putting things off because he does not wish to be bothered with what we need. His delay is not a denial; he will do things right when they need to be done. As the Scripture says, “If it seems slow, wait for it; it will surely come; it will not delay” (Hab. 2:3; cf. 2 Peter 3:9). God’s justice may seem a long time in coming, but it will come swiftly when it comes—like a thief in the night (2 Peter 3:10), in “the twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor. 15:51–52).


This is what Jesus means by speedy justice. There will not be any unnecessary delay, but God will answer our prayers at exactly the time he knows they ought to be answered, in the wisest way, according to what brings him the most glory.






 

PRAYING FOR JUSTICE


Everything we know about the character of God encourages us to be persistent in our prayers. Jesus told this parable so that we would always pray, and never lose heart. Not that we would spend all our time in prayer, of course, because there are many other things that we are also called to do. But prayer is the holy habit of a sanctified heart. As often as we feel the burden of injustice in a fallen world, or see the need to repent of our sin, or know there is something that someone needs, or try to offer ourselves in Christian service, just that often we are called to pray for the coming of the kingdom of God.


Here Jesus describes his chosen people as crying out to him day and night. We do not need to beg God the way the persistent widow had to beg the unjust judge. This parable is not telling us that we need to keep bugging God until he finally listens. Prayer is not a way of talking God into doing something he does not want to do! On the contrary, we persist in prayer because God is a just, wise, and loving God who listens carefully when we pray and will answer our prayers in his best way, at his best time. Or to put it another way, we do not persist in prayer because God does not listen, but just because he does.


Persisting in prayer means coming to God with our own personal requests, spending time each day alone with God in prayer. We need God’s provision for our daily needs. We need God’s protection from Satan and his deadly assaults. We need God’s peace for all the stresses we face in our daily work and all the broken relationships that can only be reconciled by grace. We need God’s power to triumph in our own desperate struggle with remaining sin. So every day and every night we call upon God in private prayer. Indeed, persistence itself is one the things we need to pray for, asking God to help us keep praying until he provides.


Persisting in prayer also means praying regularly with our families, or else with the people who live in our household or other close Christian friends. It means saving time for prayer in small group Bible studies, and participating in the corporate prayer life of the local church. It means persevering in prayer, even when we do not feel very much like praying at all, and are tempted to wonder whether it makes any difference if we do or not.


The most direct application of this parable, however, is to pray for God’s kingdom to come, and for the people of God to get the justice they are waiting so long to receive. Of all the cries that go up to God day and night, and that call for speedy justice, the most urgent are the ones that are offered on behalf of the persecuted church.


Sometimes we ourselves are in need of God’s speedy justice. We are suffering because of our commitment to Christ, perhaps, or we are being treated unfairly in some other way—in which case we need to keep appealing to God for the justice that only he can bring. But we have other brothers and sisters who are suffering much more severely than we are, and we need to keep them in our prayers. According to some estimates, more than two hundred million Christians face intimidation, discrimination, and imprisonment every year. House churches in China are under government observation. Christians in Sudan face genocidal violence from militant Muslims. Citizens in Saudi Arabia are not allowed to convert to faith in Jesus Christ. Pastors in Vietnam meet in secret to receive their theological training. Militant Buddhists in Sri Lanka close down churches and threaten believers with physical violence. Christians in Eritrea are jailed in record numbers. Hindus in India deny low-caste Christians (the Dalits and other “untouchables”) basic human rights. These are only some of the ways and some of the places that Christians suffer injustice.


In countries that are hostile to the gospel, thousands of Christians are even put to death. In fact, on the day I am writing this, news has come from Iran that the pastor of a house church and father of four has been killed in cold blood. The man was kidnapped by local police and then stabbed to death, with his bleeding body thrown on the street in front of his family’s home. There was also a chilling warning for other Christian leaders: “The government knows what you are doing, and we will come for you soon.” When we hear such horrific news, our cry goes up to God with the prayer of the martyrs: “O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” (Rev. 6:10).


We are waiting and watching for the day when justice finally will be done. While we wait, Jesus tells us always to pray and never to lose heart. He tells us this because he knows that one day justice will be done. Jesus will see to it himself, on the great day of the Son of Man, when he will return like lightning to judge the world.


When Jesus tells us to persist in prayer, he is also speaking on the basis of his own experience of prayer when he suffered and died for our sins. Again and again the Gospels show Jesus at prayer. He did exactly what he later told his disciples to do: he always prayed and never lost heart. Or did he?


There was a time when Jesus almost did seem to lose heart. In his dying hour he was close to despair. As he hung on the cross, Jesus endured the full weight of God’s wrath against our sin. For a time the happy fellowship he had always enjoyed with his Father was ruptured. Jesus took the guilt of our sin upon himself, and when he did, the shadow of our sin passed between the Father and the Son. Jesus cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46).


When Jesus said this, he was suffering the greatest injustice in the universe. The sinless Son of God was dying a cruel death for crimes he had never committed and wrongs he had never done. Nevertheless, Jesus persisted in prayer. He did not lose heart, and in his dying moments he said, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 23:46). Jesus was really praying that justice would be done. He was entrusting the justice of his cause to God, asking the Father to vindicate him by raising him from the dead. Only then would justice be done: justice for Jesus as the sinless Son of God and suffering Savior of sinners.






 

ONE FINAL QUESTION

Just as Jesus prayed for justice through the cross and the empty tomb, so now he calls us to entrust our cause to God by persisting in prayer. But he also has one final question for us: “Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” (Luke 18:8).


Most people think that God is the one who has questions to answer—questions like “Is Jesus really coming again?” and “Why is everything going wrong in the world?” and “Will justice ever be done?” Yet those are not the real questions. Of course Jesus is coming again, and of course justice will be done: God has promised this in his Word (e.g., Matt. 24:44–46). The real question is the one God has for us—not whether Jesus will come again, but whether we will be ready for his coming. Or to put it another way, the real question is not whether God will do what he has promised to do, but whether we will trust him to do it. When the Son of Man comes the way he promised in Luke 17, will he find people praying the way he commanded in Luke 18?


We must answer this question at the personal level. In one sense the answer to the question Jesus asks in verse 8 is perfectly obvious: Jesus will indeed find faith on the earth because he has promised that his church will endure. But will he find you in the faith? That is the question. Remember Lot’s wife: when judgment came, she looked back at all the things she loved and she was lost forever. So what will happen to you when Jesus comes again? Will he find you in the faith?


One of the ways we prove that we really do trust in God is by never losing heart, but always praying for the kingdom to come. It takes faith to persevere in prayer—faith in God and all the promises he has made to us in Christ. Augustine said, “When faith fails, prayer dies. In order to pray, then, we must have faith.”4 We must have faith in the saving work of Jesus Christ, and also faith in the love, justice, and wisdom of God—all the attributes the parable shows us by contrast. It is because we believe that God cares about us and will do what is right in the end that we continue to pray. If we give up on prayer, we are really saying that we think God is more unrighteous than the unjust judge.5 As unrighteous as he was, at least that judge was willing to listen to the widow’s repeated requests. But if we stop praying, we are practically saying that we do not believe God will listen to us at all.


Will Jesus find us in the faith when he comes to earth again? One way to tell is by examining our faithfulness in prayer. So to ask the same question a different way: Am I persisting in prayer? If the honest answer is “No,” then it is good to follow the godly counsel of J. C. Ryle, whose words form a practical summary of the lesson we should learn from the parable of the persistent widow:


Do we ever feel a secret inclination to hurry our prayers, or shorten our prayers, or become careless about our prayers, or omit our prayers altogether? Let us be sure, when we do, that it is a direct temptation from the devil. He is trying to sap and undermine the very citadel of our souls, and to cast us down to hell. Let us resist the temptation, and cast it behind our backs. Let us resolve to pray on steadily, patiently, perseveringly, and let us never doubt that it does us good. However long the answer may be in coming, still let us pray on. Whatever sacrifice and self-denial it may cost us, still let us pray on.6
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 THE SINNER’S PRAYER

Luke 18:9–14


“But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’” (Luke 18:13)


Two went up into the Temple to pray.






Two went to pray? O rather say,
 One went to brag, th’other to pray:





One stands up close, and treads on high, 
Where th’other dares not send his eye.





One nearer to God’s altar trod, 
The other to the altar’s God.1





This old poem by Richard Crashaw illustrates the difference between two kinds of sinners, only one of whom will ever be saved. Crashaw’s poem is based on a story Jesus once told about the justifying mercy that comes only to penitent sinners through the blood sacrifice that God offers for their sin.






 

TWO SINNERS AT PRAYER

Jesus told this story to some people who were quite sure that they did not need any mercy at all, people “who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and treated others with contempt” (Luke 18:9). This story, which is often called “The Parable of the Pharisee and the Publican,” concerned two men, two prayers, and two destinies. Jesus had been teaching his disciples to persist in prayer, but not all prayers are created equal, and the efficacy of our prayers partly depends on how we pray.


“Two men went up into the temple to pray,” Jesus said, “one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector” (Luke 18:10). Already the story contains a surprise, because everyone knows that tax collectors generally do not go to the temple, and that if they do, they certainly do not go there to pray. A praying publican, therefore, is an oxymoron—a contradiction in terms. In the time of Christ, tax collectors were considered the scum of Jewish society, and with good reason. Such men were in the employ of the oppressive Roman government, and thus they were considered traitors to the Jewish people. They were greedy and dishonest, usually relying on extortion for their profit margin. Kent Hughes comments, “In today’s culture, the closest social equivalent would be drug pushers and pimps, those who prey on society, who make money off others’ bodies and make a living of stealing from others.”2 Make no mistake about it: the tax collector in Jesus’ parable was a crook.


The Pharisee, by contrast, represented everything that was right and good. The historian Josephus described the Pharisees as “a certain sect of the Jews that appear more religious than others, and seem to interpret the laws more accurately.”3 Such men had virtually the best reputation in Israel. It was only natural, therefore, for this Pharisee to go up to the temple to pray. He was the good guy, after all, and good guys pray.


In some ways, our respect for the man is increased when we overhear his prayer: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get” (Luke 18:11–12). If we take the Pharisee at his word, he was a man with few obvious vices and many commendable virtues. He was thankful to God. He did not steal (which, as everyone well knew, tax collectors often did). He did not run with a bad crowd. He was faithful to his wife. In short, the Pharisee kept the whole law of God (or thought he did, at any rate). Today he would be a renowned theologian, perhaps, or a respected elder in the church, or a beloved pastor.


Furthermore, the Pharisee went well beyond the law in his devotional practice. Not only was he devoted to prayer, but he also fasted twice a week. The law stipulated only one fast a year, on the day of atonement (Lev. 16:29–31), so this man was fasting a hundred times more often than the law required. He also made a point of tithing all his income, setting aside one tenth of everything he received. This, too, was more than the law required, for the biblical tithe applied only to certain produce (Deut. 14:22–23), but not to other forms of income. By tithing everything, the Pharisee proved himself to be an exceptionally devout man.


Yet for all his devotion, the Pharisee was unrighteous in the sight of God. None of his pious acts improved his standing with God, because God is never impressed with merely external religion. He does not base his judgment on outward acts of religious devotion, but on the inward disposition of the heart. So when the Pharisee was finished with his prayers, he went home unjustified (see Luke 18:14), for God knew his heart and rightly declared that he was not righteous.


What was wrong with the Pharisee and his prayer? His most obvious problem was his pride. Although he began well enough, by addressing God, he spent the rest of his prayer talking about himself. In two short sentences he managed to mention himself five times: I—I—I—I—I! As one commentator explains, “the Pharisee’s prayer is so laden with self-congratulation that it can hardly get off the ground, let alone wing its way to the listening ear of God.”4 This is because, as another commentator says, “He glances at God, but contemplates himself.”5 In fact, the Pharisee does something even worse than contemplate himself. Jesus said: “The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus” (Luke 18:11). At best, the Pharisee thought he was so superior to others that he would not even pray with them. But to translate this sentence more literally, “The Pharisee, standing, prayed about himself,” or even “to himself,” in which case he was not talking to God at all! Prayer reveals our true relationship to God, and for the Pharisee, prayer was just another way of reminding himself what a great guy he was. He did not actually ask God for anything or offer God any praise, but simply reveled in his own sense of superiority.


Whether the Pharisee prayed by himself, about himself, or to himself—or all three—he was much too conceited to admit that he was a sinner. Rather than confessing that he was as depraved as everyone else, he contemptuously thanked God that he was not like other men (Luke 18:11). Augustine showed what was wrong with the man’s thinking by comparing him to a medical patient:


The Pharisee was not rejoicing so much in his own clean bill of health as in comparing it with the diseases of others. He came to the doctor. It would have been more worthwhile to inform him by confession of the things that were wrong with himself instead of keeping his wounds secret and having the nerve to crow over the scars of others. It is not surprising that the tax collector went away cured, since he had not been ashamed of showing where he felt pain.6





By refusing to acknowledge the painful guilt of his sin, or to ask for atonement, the Pharisee showed how little he knew about salvation. He did not understand that a sinner like him could be saved only by grace. Instead, he expected to be saved by his good works. He thought God would accept him on his own merits. After all, he was a good person—better than most, in fact—so he must be good enough for God. In other words, the Pharisee was exactly like the people listening to Jesus’ story: confident of his own righteousness. He had so much faith in his own ability that he had no need to trust in God. As Charles Spurgeon put it in the title of one of his sermons, the man thought he was “Too Good to Be Saved!”7


It is easy to see how self-righteous the Pharisee was, but what we really need to see is the same attitude in ourselves. When am I like the Pharisee? When I compare myself to others and congratulate myself for being more spiritual than they are. When I am impressed with how much I am giving to God, especially in comparison to others. When I can go all week (or all month) without confessing any particular sin. And when other people’s sins seem more egregious to me than my own.






 

THE SINNER BEFORE GOD

There is an entirely different way to pray—the way that will save our souls. Remember that two men went up to the temple—two men who prayed two prayers and reached two destinies. Unlike the Pharisee, the tax collector received atonement for his sins. Whereas the Pharisee was counting on his own merits, the publican was begging for mercy: “But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’” (Luke 18:13).


There were three parts to the tax collector’s prayer: God, the sinner, and the mercy between them. The man’s prayer started with God, which is where all prayer should begin. The first act of prayer is to approach the majestic throne of almighty God. The Pharisee’s prayer also began with God; however, he did not really know God at all. The tax collector began his prayer with the same word, but the difference was that he knew who it was that he was addressing. When the tax collector said “God,” he knew that he was approaching the one true and supreme deity, who is awesome in his holiness. This is apparent from his posture as he prayed. The tax collector kept his distance from God, refusing even to look up to heaven, because he had a right and proper fear of God’s bright, burning holiness.


The man was afraid because he knew that he was a sinner, which is where his prayer ended. The tax collector began with God, but ended with himself, a sinner. To put it more accurately, he ended with himself, the sinner, as if he were the only sinner in the world. The Greek original uses the definite article here because, as far as the tax collector was concerned, he was the only sinner that mattered. Like the apostle Paul, he regarded himself as “the chief of sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15 KJV). Rather than comparing himself to others, the way the Pharisee always did, the publican measured himself against the perfect holiness of God. By that standard, he saw himself for what he was: nothing more and nothing less than a guilty sinner before a holy God.


When it came to confessing his sins, the tax collector’s actions spoke as loudly as his words. He stood at a distance. Whereas the Pharisee stood in the temple’s inner courts, the publican seems to have stayed in the outer courts, not daring to approach the Most Holy Place. He kept his distance because he sensed that he was separated from God, alienated by his sin. Nor did he dare to look up to heaven. Whereas the Pharisee looked down on everyone else, the publican could only look down to the ground. Ordinarily, people in those days prayed with their eyes raised, but the tax collector could not bring himself to do this because he felt unworthy to seek God’s face. He was so weighed down by his guilt that he felt compelled to lower his shameful eyes. All the while, he was beating his breast. This was another sign of his contrition. By standing at a distance, dropping his gaze, and beating his breast, the publican showed that he was a self-confessed sinner.


When the tax collector called himself a sinner, we should take him at his word. This parable is so familiar that Christians generally think of the publican as the sympathetic figure. After all, there is something heartwarming about a man bowing down to confess his sins. But the publican was hardly a role model! On the contrary, he was every bit as bad as he said he was. In his commentary on these verses, T. W. Manson wrote, “The publican is overwhelmed by the sense of his own unworthiness, and rightly so. It is a great mistake to regard the publican as a decent sort of fellow, who knew his own limitations and did not pretend to be better than he was. . . . This publican was a rotter; and he knew it. He asked for God’s mercy because mercy was the only thing he dared ask for.”8


What are you asking for? Do you know how bad you are, and how much mercy you really need? The tax collector knew that he was a sinner who deserved nothing except divine wrath. This was good to know, because it compelled him to seek for a salvation that only God could give, and only by his grace. The fact of our sin should never cause us to despair, for it is only when we know the depth of our own depravity that we are ready to receive the atonement that God offers for our sin. As Basil the Great wisely observed, “Humility often saves a sinner who has committed many terrible transgressions.”9






 

AT THE MERCY SEAT

This brings us to the most striking feature of the tax collector’s prayer: in between God’s holiness and his own sinfulness he inserted a prayer for mercy. The Greek verb which is translated “be merciful” is an unusual one. It is the verb hilaskomai, which means to propitiate or to expiate; in other words, to atone for sin by means of a blood sacrifice. But before explaining what this means, it is necessary to understand how atoning sacrifices were offered at the temple during the time of Christ.


A good place to begin is with the procedure described in Leviticus 16. The chapter begins with a warning intended to give the most serious impression of God’s holiness: “The LORD spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they drew near before the LORD and died, and the LORD said to Moses, ‘Tell Aaron your brother not to come at any time into the Holy Place inside the veil, before the mercy seat that is on the ark, so that he may not die. For I will appear in the cloud over the mercy seat’” (Lev. 16:1–2). What had happened was this: The sons of Israel’s first high priest had sauntered into the tabernacle and offered unholy fire, contrary to God’s command. Immediately they perished, consumed by the wrath of God (Lev. 10:1–2). God did this to show that he is too holy to be trifled with. Sin leads to death and brings sinners under judgment. Anyone who comes into God’s presence must come in the suitable way, or else be destroyed by fire.


Mercifully, God provided a way for sinners to be saved from his wrath. After warning Aaron not to worship any way he pleased, God explained the proper way to come into his holy presence. Once a year, Aaron was to make atonement for the sins of God’s people. He was to begin by offering a bull to atone for his own sins, as well as the sins of his household (Lev. 16:6, 11–14). Then he was to take a perfect male goat and sacrifice it as a sin offering (Lev. 16:9). God said, “Then he shall kill the goat of the sin offering that is for the people and bring its blood inside the veil and do with its blood as he did with the blood of the bull, sprinkling it over the mercy seat and in front of the mercy seat. Thus he shall make atonement for the Holy Place, because of the uncleannesses of the people of Israel and because of their transgressions, all their sins” (Lev. 16:15–16). In this manner, the high priest “made atonement for himself and for his house and for all the assembly of Israel” (Lev. 16:17).


What did all this signify? The goat represented God’s sinful people. In a symbolical way, the sins of God’s people were transferred to the goat. Ordinarily, before an animal was sacrificed, the sinner would place his hand on the animal’s head while he confessed his sins (see Lev. 4:3–4). This was to show that the sinner’s guilt was being charged or imputed to the animal. Then the animal—in this case a goat—was sacrificed on the altar. This was necessary because once the sins of the people were imputed to the goat, the goat had to die. The goat was a substitute dying in the place of sinners. Thus the sacrifice offered on the day of atonement was a reminder that the life of every sinner is forfeit to God, that the proper penalty for sin is death.


Once the sacrifice had been offered, the sacrificial blood of the animal was the proof that atonement had been made for sin. This is explained in Leviticus 17:11, where God says, “it is the blood that makes atonement by the life.” The reason the blood takes away guilt is that it shows that God has already carried out his death penalty against sin. The priest sprinkled the blood on the mercy seat, which was the golden lid on the ark of the covenant. This was located in the Most Holy Place of the temple (or the tabernacle), which was the earthly location of the divine presence. The mercy seat itself was a place of divine judgment, because the ark contained the law of God, which the people had broken. Sprinkling blood on the mercy seat, therefore, was a way to show that the atoning sacrifice had come between God and his sinful people.


When it was placed between God and sinners, there were two things that the sacrificial blood accomplished. They are expressed in two technical theological terms: expiation and propitiation. Expiation refers to the covering of sin. It explains what the sacrifice accomplished with respect to sinners and their guilt. Their sin was covered; their guilt was removed; their iniquity was pardoned. Expiation is what David had in mind when he wrote, “Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered” (Ps. 32:1). Once the blood of the sacrifice had been sprinkled on the mercy seat, the sinner had made amends. The penalty for sin had been paid and no further guilt remained. In a word, the sins of God’s people were expiated.


The second thing the blood accomplished was propitiation. This refers to the turning away of wrath. It explains what the atoning sacrifice accomplished with respect to God. Wrath is one of the most frequently mentioned divine attributes in the Bible. It is not a violent emotion or an uncontrollable passion; it is righteous indignation. Wrath is God’s holy opposition to sin and personal determination to punish it. John Stott has defined it as God’s “steady, unrelenting, unremitting, uncompromising antagonism to evil in all its forms and manifestations.”10 Since it is right and good for God to hate every evil and sinful thing, wrath is one of his divine perfections.


God’s wrath against sin explains why the high priest never came into God’s presence without the blood of a sacrifice (see Heb. 9:7). If he came without the blood, he would be destroyed, like Aaron’s sons. Once the sacrifice had died in place of the sinner, however, no further punishment remained. The priest sprinkled the blood on the mercy seat to show that God’s justice was satisfied, his wrath propitiated. To put it another way, the sacrifice made God propitious, or well disposed; it enabled him to look upon the sinner with favor.


By coming between God and the sinner, the atoning blood sprinkled on the mercy seat was both an expiation and a propitiation. With respect to the sinner, the blood was an expiation; it covered the guilt of his sin. With respect to God, the blood was a propitiation; it turned away the wrath of his justice. To bring both ideas together, when the blood of the sacrifice was sprinkled on the mercy seat, the sinner was protected from the wrath of God because his sins were covered.


This is what the tax collector was praying for when he said, “God, be merciful to me, the sinner.” He was asking God to make atonement for his sin. There the man was, praying in the temple, where the sacrificial blood was sprinkled on the mercy seat. In fact, when Jesus says “two men went up into the temple to pray,” this is generally taken to mean that they were going there around three o’clock in the afternoon with the crowds that attended the daily afternoon sacrifice. Knowing that he was under God’s judgment because of his sin, the only thing the tax collector could do was to ask for mercy to come between his guilt and God’s wrath. To put it more precisely, he begged for God to be “mercy-seated” to him. This is what the Greek verb hilaskomai refers to. The tax collector was asking God to atone for his sins, covering his guilt and protecting him from eternal judgment.


The order of the publican’s prayer is significant because it matches the Old Testament pattern for sacrifice. “God, be merciful to me, the sinner.” Or more literally, “God, be propitiated to me, the sinner.” First comes God, who is perfect in his holiness. Last comes the sinner, who deserves to die for his sins. But in between them comes the blood of the expiating, propitiating sacrifice that takes away the sinner’s guilt and turns away the wrath of God.






 

SAVED BY THE BLOOD OF THE LAMB

Where can we find such mercy? Like the tax collector, we are sinners in need of a Savior. Since God hates sin, we are under his wrath and curse. The only thing that can save us is a perfect sacrifice, for “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (Heb. 9:22). But where is the blood, where is the sacrifice, and where is the mercy? We do not keep herds of sheep and goats to offer atonement for our sins. Nor could we, for there is no longer any temple where we could make a sacrifice, or any mercy seat where we could sprinkle the blood.


The answer, of course, is that by the offering of his blood, Jesus Christ has become the atoning sacrifice for our sins. The great preacher and hymn-writer John Newton once wrote about this in his diary. At the time, Newton was weighed down by guilt. As he lamented his lost and sinful condition he wrote, “But now I may, I must, I do mention the Atonement. I have sinned, but Christ has died.”11 Newton understood that God is mercy-seated to the sinner through the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. His death is our substitute; his cross is our mercy seat; and the blood that he sprinkled there is our salvation.


When we say that Jesus died for our sins, we mean that his sacrifice accomplished what the blood on the mercy seat accomplished. His death on the cross was an expiation, a removal of our sins. Like the sacrificial lambs of the Old Testament, Jesus died in our place. Our sins were transferred or imputed to him: “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin” (2 Cor. 5:21); “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree” (1 Peter 2:24). Now our sins are covered. They were punished on the cross, and no further penalty remains. Christ “has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself ” (Heb. 9:26; cf. 1 Peter 3:18).


Christ’s death on the cross was also a propitiation. Remember, propitiation is the act of performing a sacrifice by which God’s wrath against sin is averted, which is precisely the kind of sacrifice Jesus offered: a sacrifice to turn away God’s wrath. On four separate occasions the New Testament describes the death of Christ as a propitiation (using the noun form of the verb for mercy found in Luke 18:13): God presented Jesus “as a propitiation by his blood” (Rom. 3:25); Jesus was made like us in every way so that he could “make propitiation for the sins of the people” (Heb. 2:17); “He is the propitiation for our sins,” John wrote in his first epistle (1 John 2:2); and again: “God . . . loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10). Not only has the blood of Jesus covered our sins, taking away our guilt, but it has also turned away God’s wrath against them. Christ’s death on the cross has these two great saving effects: it expiates our sin and propitiates the wrath of God.






 

GOING HOME JUSTIFIED

This brings us to a very personal question: Have you received atonement for your sins? To put it in terms of the story Jesus told, Has God been mercy-seated to you? Has your guilt been covered, or are you still under the wrath of God? The urgency of these questions is made clear by the parable’s conclusion. Two men went to the temple, a Pharisee and a tax collector. There they offered two very different prayers, and as a result, they went home to meet two entirely different destinies. In Spurgeon’s words, “the outwardly worse of the two was accepted rather than the one who was apparently better.”12


In the end, the tax collector got what he asked for. His prayers were answered. God was mercy-seated to him. His sins were covered and God’s wrath was turned aside. Jesus thus closed his story with these words: “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 18:14).


To be justified is to be counted righteous. Justification is the legal declaration that an unrighteous sinner has been made right with God. By this legal declaration, a sinner is acquitted of all charges, spared from all punishment, and considered acceptable to God. Such justification is what the tax collector received. God declared him righteous, vindicating him before the bar of his perfect justice. The tax collector was not justified as the result of anything he had done, because all he had done was to sin. He was justified rather by God’s mercy, on the basis of the atoning blood of a perfect sacrifice.


God did not justify the Pharisee, however. This would have been a total shock to anyone who was listening, so Jesus was very specific on this point. Although the Pharisee declared his own righteousness, he was never declared righteous by God, and therefore he went home unjustified. Even after all his righteous acts, God still considered him unrighteous. In a way, his righteous acts were part of the problem. He was too busy being self-righteous to receive God’s righteousness, which comes only as a gift (see Rom. 5:17; 10:3). As long as the Pharisee counted on his own works to save him, he could never be declared righteous; he would remain under God’s wrath.


Sinners cannot be saved by what sinners do; sinners can be saved only by what God has done in Jesus Christ. In other words, sinners can be saved only by grace. The Pharisee’s prayer was all about what he could do for God, which is why all his active verbs were first person singular: “I thank . . . I am . . . I fast . . . I give.” What made the tax collector’s prayer different was that he was asking God to do something for him. The only verb in his prayer is passive: “God, be mercy-seated to me.” The tax collector understood that although there is nothing a sinner can do to get right with God, God makes sinners right with himself through the perfect sacrifice of his own blessed Son.


Some Christians are uncomfortable talking about the doctrine of propitiation, as if somehow this subject is unworthy of God. But the blood atonement of Jesus Christ is God’s plan for mercy-seating himself to sinners. John Stott writes:


It is God himself who in holy wrath needs to be propitiated, God himself who in holy love undertook to do the propitiating, and God himself who in the person of his Son died for the propitiation of our sins. Thus God took his own loving initiative to appease his own righteous anger by bearing it his own self in his own Son when he took our place and died for us. There is no crudity here to evoke our ridicule, only the profundity of holy love to evoke our worship.13





Out of his great love for lost humanity, God has made atonement, covering our sin and propitiating his own wrath against it in order that we might be saved. The doctrine of propitiation shows us how much God hates sin and at the same time how much he loves the sinners who come to him through repentance and faith in Jesus Christ.


We will never be saved by thinking how righteous we are—as if we were better than anyone else—but only by acknowledging how unrighteous we are. If we want to be saved from sin, we must go to the mercy seat, and there we will receive God’s grace, which is available to us today simply for the asking.


Earlier I quoted from Romans 3:25, which says that God presented Jesus “as a propitiation by his blood.” The Scripture goes on to say this: “to be received by faith.” In other words, the death of Jesus Christ serves as a propitiation only for those who trust in his saving work. Atonement always requires faith. This was true in the Old Testament. When the sinner placed his hand on the head of a lamb to confess his sins, he was exercising his faith, trusting that God would transfer his sins to the sacrifice. The same thing was true at the temple, when the publican prayed for God to be mercy-seated to him, the sinner. He was putting his trust in the sacrificial blood.


Now we do the same thing at the cross of Christ. We lay the hands of our faith on Jesus, the perfect sacrifice. We confess our sins, asking God to transfer them to Jesus as our substitute. We believe that God is mercyseated to us through the blood that Jesus sprinkled on the cross for our sins. Anyone who offers the sinner’s prayer that the publican prayed will be saved. And once we are saved, his prayer becomes our daily petition for grace: “God, be merciful to me, the sinner.”
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  HOW TO ENTER GOD’S KINGDOM

  
  Luke 18:15–27  


  “Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it. . . . For it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God.” (Luke 18:17, 25) 


  My mother was out running errands when she heard a little voice from the back seat of the old Pontiac Catalina, singing a little song. “When will he take the sins away?” the song began. Then came a response, for apparently the song was antiphonal: “ ‘God already took the sins away,’ he said to the other guy. ‘He will take your sins away. He will stop your naughtiness. So please come to the safe God. Come to the safe, safe God.’” The vocalist and songwriter was my little sister Nancy. She was only three years old. 


  What a wealth of sound doctrine springs from the soul of a little child who is nourished on the grace of God! Consider how many important truths were contained in Nancy’s little song. The song showed the need for personal evangelism, for telling “the other guy” about Jesus. It offered the promise of forgiveness for anyone who comes to Jesus. It testified to God’s protective care, his preservation of the saints. “Out of the mouth of babes” our God has ordained his praise (Ps. 8:2). And if only we will come to him like little children, then we too will enter the kingdom of God. 


  

  

 

COME TO JESUS, CHILDREN 

  Some people underestimate children, or else think that children are less important than adults. Sadly, this was even true of the first disciples. The Gospel of Luke tells us that people “were bringing even infants to him [Jesus] that he might touch them. And when the disciples saw it, they rebuked them” (Luke 18:15). 


  Since everyone knew that Jesus was a holy man, some people wanted him to bless their children. If only he would put his hand on them (and pray for them, as we read in Matthew 19:13), surely it would make some sort of difference in their lives. First one person brought a little child to Jesus, and then everyone wanted to do it. This is the way parents are: they always want the best for their children. But children tend to be noisy—especially babies, which Luke says that people were bringing (the Greek brephē generally refers to the smallest children)—so there must have been a good deal of commotion. 


  The disciples didn’t like it. Maybe they were not all that fond of children to begin with. Maybe they were jealous of the attention the babes were getting. Maybe they thought that Jesus was wasting his time. At best, they were trying to rescue him from the crush of people crowding around him. But whatever their reasons, the disciples told people, in no uncertain terms, to stop bringing their children to Jesus. 


  The disciples really should have known better, because Jesus had already told them that if they received a child in his name, they were receiving himself (Luke 9:48). But apparently they needed another reminder. So “Jesus called them to him, saying, ‘Let the children come to me, and do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God’” (Luke 18:16). With these words, Jesus rebuked the rebuking disciples and opened his arms to the littlest people in the kingdom of God. 


  This precious incident is recorded in three out of the four Gospels. It shows the great love that Jesus has for children. It shows how gentle he was; otherwise, parents would never have put their babies in his arms. Rather than being severe with children, like the disciples, Jesus invited them to climb right up onto his lap. Jesus loves the little children; they are precious in his sight. If we love Jesus, then we will love children too, and children will love us, because they will see in us the same love that attracted children to Jesus. 


  Jesus loves children right now as much as he loved them the day he gave his gracious invitation to let them come. We are encouraged, therefore, to bring our children to Jesus. We bring them to Jesus by reading them Bible stories. We bring them to Jesus by calling them to faith and repentance. We bring them to Jesus by praying for God to bless them. So bring the baby who is yet unborn; bring the little girl with the disability; bring the boy who loves to disobey—bring them all to the Savior, who loves them, who wants to bless them, and who says, “Let the children come to me.” 


  We are also called to bring our children to Jesus for baptism. People have sometimes used this passage as a proof for infant baptism. Since there is no sacrament here, this interpretation goes too far. However, what happens in this passage certainly is in keeping with the biblical practice of welcoming children as members of the family of God (especially since the little children were brought to Jesus by the faith of their parents). Jesus wants to bless our children, and in the new covenant, the sign of his blessing is the sacrament of Christian baptism. When Jesus welcomed the little children, he said, “To such belongs the kingdom of God” (Luke 18:16). Shall they not then receive the outward sign of belonging to that kingdom? 


  Those who deny that the children of believers properly are to be baptized should consider the words of Jesus carefully: “Let the children come to me, and do not hinder them” (Luke 18:16). One of the best ways to heed our Savior’s warning is to bring our children in faith to receive the sign of the gospel in Christian baptism. 


  Then we are called to raise our children—all the children of the church—to love and serve the Lord. Some people still think that children’s ministry is secondary to the real work of the church. Yet Jesus shows us that nothing is more worthwhile than the time we take to bless little children with the gospel. This is why parents and teachers should teach their children how to worship and pray, why they should read them the Bible, and why they should call them to faith in Jesus Christ. 


  If we fail to do these things, then we are hindering our children from coming to Christ. But if we do them, we are building up the kingdom of God. A child who is won to Christ has a whole lifetime to worship Jesus and work for the kingdom of God. Most believers make their decision to receive Christ when they are young. Similarly, most career missionaries make their commitment to follow Christ when they are still in elementary school. As the Scripture says, “Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it” (Prov. 22:6 KJV). 


  

  

 

THE FAITH OF A CHILD 

  
  There are many good reasons for bringing our children to Jesus, including the rightful claim they have on God’s blessing. As Jesus said, “To such belongs the kingdom of God” (Luke 18:16). But Jesus went beyond this and said that we need to be like little children ourselves if ever we want to gain eternal life: “Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it” (Luke 18:17). 


  The kingdom of God is not a political principality, but simply the rule of God—everything that comes under the reign of his sovereign power. Here Jesus uses the expression as a kind of shorthand for salvation and all its blessings. To enter the kingdom of God is to have an everlasting saving relationship with the God who rules the universe. The only way to have that relationship is to come to Jesus like a little child. But what does it mean to receive the kingdom of God like a child? 


  Jesus is not saying that we need to return to some kind of childlike innocence, as if children were any less sinful than adults. No, Jesus knew that when it comes to having a sinful nature, children are no better and no worse than anyone else. We should not idealize childhood. Nor is Jesus saying that we should be childish, as if it were a virtue to be immature. 


  Nevertheless, small children typically do have some wonderful qualities that show us what it means to know God. They have wide-eyed wonder—the kind that Lucy Pevensie had the first time she went through the wardrobe and saw Narnia in the snow. God wants us to wonder at his grace and worship his majesty with awe. 


  Children have the full-minded faith to believe whatever you tell them, at least when they are very little. As they get older, of course, they start to question everything; but it is not that way at the beginning, when they take what people give them on total trust. God wants us to have the same kind of confidence in him. “It is those who are childlike in trustfulness,” said Jerome, “who are best fitted for the kingdom.”1


  Little children also have a wholehearted love. Once I spent four hours with my daughter Karoline at Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport when she had just learned how to walk and was proud to show off. She toddled up to every stranger with a broad smile and open arms, ready to love and be loved. God wants us to open our arms to him with the same kind of affection, for to know him is really to love him. 


  We cannot know God in any other way except with the wide-eyed wonder, full-minded faith, and wholehearted love of a little child. Yet when Jesus talks about little children coming into the kingdom, the most important word is “receive.” It is specifically in our reception of the kingdom that we need to be like little children. 


  If anything is characteristic of children—especially babies like the ones people were bringing to Jesus—it is their total dependence on other people for what they need. Children come into the world utterly helpless. It takes years before a child is able to look after his or her own daily needs. Parents have to dress their children, feed their children, change their children, hold their children, and help their children in all kinds of ways—then they have to do it all over again, day after day after day. 


  And what do the children do? They simply accept the care that they are given. Babies are so needy in their dependency that all they can do is to receive whatever food or clothing or protection anyone offers. Graze the cheek of a nursing infant and immediately the child will open her mouth, rooting around and sucking for the milk that gives her life. So great is their need that they simply receive the gift of loving care, without ever saying, “Oh, you shouldn’t have!” or “Let me do it myself!” 


  This is how we must come to God, if ever we would come into his kingdom. To enter, we need to receive. We must make a declaration of our dependence, offering God nothing except our need and hungrily receiving the grace he gives to helpless sinners. 


  

  

 

WHAT MUST I DO? 

  
  We need to receive God with all the needy dependency of a little child, or else we will not receive him at all. The trouble, of course, is that over time most of us have learned to depend on ourselves in life. “Once upon a time,” writes Cornelius Plantinga, Jr., “we knew how to receive something uncritically and then live off it.”2 But now we are so reliant upon ourselves and so critical of others that it is hard for us to receive anything from anyone. Is there a better example than the rich young ruler who asked Jesus how he could enter the kingdom of God? 


  Once again, Luke is presenting us with a striking contrast. Earlier he presented the parable of the Pharisee and the publican—two men with two prayers that showed the difference between proud self-congratulation and a penitent plea for mercy. The only sinner who ever gets saved is the one who asks for mercy. That parable is followed by another contrast, this time between little children who received Jesus just the way that he is offered and a wealthy adult who wanted to take Jesus only on his own terms. 


  Luke calls the man “a ruler,” which means that whether or not he had any formal position in the government, he was a leader in his local community. Later in the passage we learn that he was “extremely rich” (Luke 18:23). What this wealthy man wanted was to enter the kingdom of God. So he asked, “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 18:18). 


  Already the ruler was off on the wrong track. For starters, he was thinking of salvation as something he could gain by what he did. Notice his question: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”—as if the grace of God would come as the reward he deserved for his own obedience. Here was a man who worked hard for everything he had, and who thus expected to pay full price for eternal life. To quote him more literally, the man said, “Having done what will I inherit eternal life?” The implication was that he could do one great deed that would merit salvation. 


  Jesus also rebuked the man for the manner of his address. By calling Jesus “Good Teacher,” the ruler was trying to flatter him. But Jesus said to him: “Why do you call me good? No one is good except God alone” (Luke 18:19). In saying this, Jesus was not denying that what the man said was true as far as it went. Jesus was a good teacher—the very best! But he wanted the man to see that he was something more than just another good teacher; he was also the Son of God. 


  Far from denying his own deity, Jesus was affirming it by pressing the ruler to follow his statement to its logical conclusion. The first premise was the one he had already granted: Jesus is good. The second premise—namely, that God alone is perfectly good—is the plain teaching of Scripture: “Oh give thanks to the LORD, for he is good” (Ps. 107:1). On the basis of these two premises, the conclusion therefore follows: Jesus is not just good; he is God. Already Jesus was placing his claim on the ruler’s life—the same claim he makes on our own lives. Because he is the Son of God incarnate, Jesus Christ is to be served and worshiped as the living God. 


  Having said that, Jesus still had a question to answer: What did the man have to do to be saved? Well, if anyone wants to be saved by doing, he must keep every last one of the laws of God (see Gal. 3:12). So Jesus said, “You know the commandments: ‘Do not commit adultery, Do not murder, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Honor your father and mother’” (Luke 18:20). In other words, anyone who wants to be saved by doing has to keep the Ten Commandments. Jesus mentioned only five of them here, but he was really saying that they all have to be kept. If we do not come to God ready to receive grace like a little child, then we can be saved only by keeping the law, which demands total perfection. 


  In his own humble opinion, the ruler was confident that he had met that standard. So he said, “All these I have kept from my youth” (Luke 18:21). The man seems to be more than a little miffed that Jesus gave him such an obvious answer. “The Ten Commandments?” he said. “Is that all there is to it? Everyone knows that you have to keep those. In fact, I’ve been keeping them all my life. But isn’t there something else I can do to guarantee my salvation?” 


  The man’s response was as common then as it is today, when many people think of the Ten Commandments as a short list of bad sins they almost never commit. Thus, they also think that they are able to keep God’s law, or at least keep it well enough to impress God enough to get into heaven. Is that what you think? 


  Anyone who thinks this way has the wrong understanding of what God requires. In commenting on what the ruler said (“All these I have kept from my youth”), J. C. Ryle made this disparaging remark: “An answer more full of darkness and self-ignorance it is impossible to conceive! He who made it could have known nothing rightly, either about himself, or God, or God’s law.”3


  The truth about God is that he demands perfect holiness. The truth about God’s law is that it requires exact obedience. Although the Ten Commandments are stated very simply, what they require is not so simple. Each commandment stands for a whole category of behavior. For example, the seventh commandment forbids any and every kind of sexual misconduct; it is broken, for instance, every time a person looks at pornography. Each commandment has a positive side and a negative side. For example, when God tells us not to steal, he is also telling us to be generous with what we have. Each commandment rules our hearts as well as our words and actions. For example, Jesus said that when we hate someone we are really breaking the sixth commandment by thinking murderous thoughts. 


  If that is what the commandments require, then does anyone really think the rich young ruler had kept all ten of them? Had he never said anything that wasn’t completely true, or cherished an idol in his heart, or failed to respect his parents? More importantly, what about us? Have we really done the law of God, or not? Rather than saying “All these I have kept from my youth,” we had better pray the publican’s prayer: “God, be merciful to me, the sinner!” (Luke 18:13). 


  

  

 

SELL EVERYTHING 

  The way Jesus responded to the ruler’s outlandish claim to saving obedience was not by disputing his claim to sinless perfection, but by giving him one very simple test. If the man was keeping God’s law, then obviously he was keeping the commandment which says, “You shall have no other gods before me” (Ex. 20:3). So, was God first in the man’s life, or was something else getting in the way? Jesus took him back to the very first commandment by saying, “One thing you still lack. Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Luke 18:22). 


  These specific instructions were only for the ruler, and not necessarily for everyone who wants to follow Christ. Jesus was not saying that we can win our way to heaven simply by giving away all our wealth. If he had, then we would be saved by works rather than by grace through faith—works of generosity. No, the true requirement for salvation is not selling our possessions, but putting our faith in Jesus Christ. In this case, Jesus was identifying the one area of the ruler’s life where he refused to let God be God. The man was willing to keep some of the commandments, but he was unwilling to give up his standard of living for the glory of God. He wanted the good life more than he wanted eternal life, and this was keeping him from following after Jesus. 


  The ruler was like the rich plantation owner that John Wesley is said to have met once in America. Wesley toured the man’s vast estate, riding on horseback for hours, yet seeing only a fraction of the man’s property. At the end of the day the two men sat down to dinner. The plantation owner eagerly asked, “Well, Mr. Wesley, what do you think?” Wesley replied, “I think you’re going to have a hard time leaving all this.”4


  The rich young ruler had the same difficulty, so Jesus told the man to give it all away. Rather than telling him to do something, he told him to get rid of something. To sell his possessions was not to add one more act of pious religion, but to subtract all the things that were standing in the way of his entrance to heaven. It was not simply this asset or that asset that he needed to divest. The man needed to eliminate everything in his life that was keeping him from giving his life to Jesus. In his particular case, this meant giving away everything he had. 


  It is true that Jesus was speaking most specifically to the ruler himself, and not to anyone else. But why is it that we are so quick to put all kinds of qualifiers on this verse, and to insist that Jesus does not command all Christians everywhere to sell all their possessions? Why do we secretly hope that Jesus won’t tell us to sell what we have and give it to the poor, but will tell us to do something else instead? Very likely it is because we would be unable to pass the same simple test. If we had to sell everything we had to inherit eternal life, would we be able to do it? If not, then are we not in the same spiritual trouble the ruler was in? 


  Many people are mastered by the love of money—not so much for the money itself, but for all the friendship, pleasure, and security they think it can buy. People who have many possessions (like most Americans) tend to be self-reliant. Therefore, people who love money usually have exactly the opposite attitude of the little children who Jesus said would enter the kingdom of God. Rather than receiving God in all his grace, they take what they can for themselves. They have too much treasure on earth to lay up treasure in heaven, and thus they are in danger of ending up in hell. 


  Money is not the only thing that keeps people out of the kingdom of God, however. Sometimes—like the monkey caught in the trap because he will not let go of the coconut—there is something else that we refuse to let go. “Many are ready to give up everything for Christ’s sake,” wrote J. C. Ryle, “excepting one darling sin, and for the sake of that sin are lost for evermore.”5 For some people it is a self-destructive romance. For others it is a body-wasting addiction. Still others refuse to give up the right to rule their own lives. 


  For a long time, this is what kept C. S. Lewis from coming to Christ. He did not want to give up his sovereignty over his own life. Most people don’t. We would prefer to be the god of our own lives. This was Lewis’s main objection to Christianity, as it has been for many other unbelievers. He wanted to be his own Ultimate Authority, but Christianity would not allow this. “There was,” Lewis wrote, “no region even in the innermost depth of one’s soul . . . which one could surround with a barbed wire fence and guard with a notice ‘No Admittance.’ And that was what I wanted; some area, however small, of which I could say to all other beings, ‘This is my business and mine only.’”6


  As long as we say this to God, we will never follow Jesus, and we will never enter the kingdom of God. Sadly, that is what the ruler did when Jesus told him to sell his possessions: “But when he heard these things, he became very sad, for he was extremely rich” (Luke 18:23). The man left with such a heavy heart that we can hardly be hopeful about his salvation. For the love of his money, he walked away from the kingdom of God. Rather than coming to Jesus in helpless, childlike dependence, he insisted on going his own way in life. 


  

  

 

THE GOD OF THE POSSIBLE 

  Is there anything you love that is keeping you away from God? Is there any sin you will not renounce, any relationship you will not release, any treasure you will not relinquish to follow after Jesus? 


  If there is anything in life that we refuse to let go, then it is very sad for us, because we will not enter God’s kingdom. It will be sad to Jesus, too, because it gives him grief whenever a needy sinner turns away from his grace. How grieved Jesus was when the ruler refused to sell what he had and give to the poor. As the man walked away, “Jesus, looking at him with sadness, said, ‘How difficult it is for those who have wealth to enter the kingdom of God! For it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God’” (Luke 18:24–25). 


  Some commentators have tried to diminish the force of this statement by saying that when Jesus said “camel” he did not really mean camel. They have said, for example, that people used a type of cable that was called a camel. Or they have said that there was a gate in Jerusalem—called the Needle Gate—that was too small for camels, and that therefore a trader using the gate had to unload his animal before entering. These are interesting suggestions; the trouble is that there is no evidence to support them. Besides, they are really missing the point. Jesus wanted to show how hard it is for rich people to get saved. Humanly speaking, it is impossible! So Jesus took the biggest animal that anyone had ever seen in those parts and imagined trying to stuff it through the eye of a needle. 


  The people listening to Jesus understood his point right away, and they could not believe what he was saying: “Those who heard it said, ‘Then who can be saved?’” (Luke 18:26). In other words, if it is impossible for rich people to enter the kingdom of God, then how can anyone be saved at all? The assumption people made in those days was that the wealthy people were the ones who had God’s blessing. They believed in a kind of prosperity gospel: the richer you were, the more likely you were to go to heaven. But if Jesus was right, and it was virtually impossible for rich people to enter the kingdom of God, then what hope was there for anyone? 


  In a way, they were right, not because salvation is based on how much money we make, but because it is impossible for anyone to be saved—impossible, that is, without the powerful saving grace of God. So rather than denying the difficulty, Jesus simply agreed with them that it was humanly impossible, but then went on to promise that it was possible with God: “What is impossible with men is possible with God” (Luke 18:27). 


  It is practically a miracle when rich people come to Christ because it requires them to divest themselves of their dependence on their own wealth and start trusting in God for their salvation.7 If we want the proof that God ever does this miracle of grace, all we need to do is look at some of the wealthy men in the Bible who believed in the Savior, men like Abraham and David, Boaz and Job, Barnabas and Joseph of Arimathea. Jesus was right: “What is impossible with men is possible with God.” On the basis of the atoning death that Jesus died on the cross, and by the powerful inward work of the Holy Spirit, God is able to save the richest sinners, granting them the gifts of faith and repentance. 


  God is the God of the possible, especially when it comes to salvation, which is what Jesus was mainly talking about here. Do you sometimes doubt whether God would ever save a person like you? Do not despair of getting to heaven, because with God, all things are possible. Do not despair of anyone else’s salvation either. God can change the hardest heart of even the wealthiest sinner. 


  The way to pray for this saving grace is the same way that one very wealthy man prayed with the little children in his Bible classes. The man’s name was John Wanamaker—the famous Philadelphia businessman who invented the department store, who gave millions of dollars to Christian work, and who established an independent urban Sunday school where five thousand children heard the gospel every Sunday. Mr. Wanamaker would lead little children in the following prayer—an entrance-prayer to the kingdom for every little child of God and every wealthy sinner with childlike faith: 


  We will make heart-room for Jesus, Thy Son—the name to sinners most dear. We live in the grace of His redeeming love and our only hope is the finished salvation of Calvary. Empty-handed, full of sin, and sad of heart, we cast ourselves at thy feet, O Christ. God be merciful to me, a sinner.8


  


  This is the way that all God’s children should pray. I say “children” because there are no adults in the kingdom of God, only children. The Bible never talks about “the adults of God.” Instead, it always calls us “the children of God.” And that is what we are, if only we will come to Jesus in needy dependence to receive his grace by faith. 


  



1. Jerome, quoted in Norval Geldenhuys, The Gospel of Luke, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1951), 455. 


  2. Cornelius Plantinga, Jr., “On the Receiving End,” Christianity Today (Jan. 10, 2000): 73. 


  3. J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the Gospels, Luke (1858; reprint Cambridge: James Clarke, 1976), 2:271. 


  4. This story is recounted by Randy C. Alcorn in Money, Posessions, and Eternity (Wheaton: Tyndale house, 2003), 159. 


  5. Ryle, Luke, 2:272. 


  6. C. S. Lewis, quoted in Armand M. Nicholi, The Question of God (New York: Free Press, 2002), 81. 


  7. R. Kent Hughes makes a similar point in Luke: That You May Know the Truth, 2 vols., Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998), 2:208. 


  8. William Allen Zulker, John Wanamaker: King of Merchants (Wayne, PA: Eaglecrest, 1993), 79. 


 

 

  78

 IS JESUS WORTH IT?

  Luke 18:28–34  


  And Peter said, “See, we have left our homes and followed you.” And he said to them, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for the sake of the kingdom of God, who will not receive many times more in this time, and in the age to come eternal life.” (Luke 18:28–30) 


  There are times in life when even the strongest Christian wonders whether it is really worth it to follow Jesus. Once you make a total life commitment to Christ, there are certain commands you are committed to obey, certain pleasures you choose to forgo, and certain sacrifices you are compelled to make. Sometimes it is so hard to follow Jesus that it is tempting to wonder whether it is really worth all the trouble. Maybe life is better with Jesus, but it doesn’t always seem that way. 


  Is it worth it to follow Jesus when doing the right thing makes you unpopular at school, or when people who do not have the same moral scruples are getting ahead of you in business? Is it worth it to follow Jesus when serving God takes you away from your family, or when you have to say no to a romantic relationship that is hindering your growth in godliness? Is it worth it to follow Jesus when sinners seem to have all the fun, or when what God wants for you is not the same thing that you want for you? This is the question posed by every hard obedience: Is Jesus worth it, or not? 


  People have been asking this question ever since the days of the first disciples. Early on, the Gospel of Luke tells us that Peter, James, and John “left everything” to follow Jesus (Luke 5:11). But later these men could not help wondering whether they had made the right decision. Was it worth it to follow Jesus or not? 


  

  

 

AN HONEST QUESTION 

  Peter raised this question after overhearing what Jesus said to a man who wanted to know what he had to do to inherit eternal life. The man was very rich, and Jesus knew that his money was holding him back from the kingdom of God. So Jesus told him to sell everything he had and give his money away to the poor. But the man refused to do this, because to him, it wasn’t worth it. He prized what he owned too much to give it all away, even for Jesus. 


  Jesus was sad about this, but he was not surprised, because he knew how hard it is for rich people to enter the kingdom of God. Humanly speaking it is impossible—as impossible as threading a camel through the eye of a needle. But the people who heard Jesus say this were surprised. They assumed that as a matter of course, rich people would get into heaven. If God was blessing them in this life, surely he would bless them even more in the life to come. Instead, Jesus told them it was practically impossible for rich people to enter the kingdom of God. They were so amazed to hear this that they asked, “Then who can be saved?” (Luke 18:26). Jesus answered by saying, “What is impossible with men is possible with God” (Luke 18:27). With God, all things are possible—even the salvation of the rich. 


  This led the disciples to think hard about their own salvation. They were still in the process of learning who Jesus was and what it meant to follow him. They had just heard Jesus tell a man that if he gave everything he had to the poor, he would get treasure in heaven. This sounded like a wise investment: giving on earth to gain in heaven. Although the disciples may not have given their money to the poor, they had left all their possessions behind to follow Jesus. So what kind of reward would Jesus have for them? Was it worth it for them to follow Jesus or not? 


  Speaking for himself and probably also for the other disciples, Peter wistfully said, “See, we have left our homes and followed you” (Luke 18:28). Maybe Peter said this because suddenly he was worried about getting into God’s kingdom. Here was a man who did not yet have the full assurance of his salvation, and what Jesus said about the camel and the needle made it seem almost impossible to inherit eternal life. Peter thought he was saved, but what if he was still lost? 


  In order to find out, Peter put his discipleship forward as the qualification for his salvation. He and the other disciples had done the very thing Jesus said the other man lacked: they had given up everything to follow Jesus. Admittedly, most of them did not have quite as much to give away as the rich man did. But whether it was a little or a lot, it was all the disciples had to give, and Peter wanted to make sure that Jesus knew what they had done. 


  David Gooding thinks Peter’s remark “carried the unfortunate suggestion that their sacrifice was, compared with the rich young man’s attitude, wonderfully meritorious.”1 If that is what Peter and the other disciples thought, then they still needed to learn that salvation is by grace and not by works. But whatever they were thinking, these men still had an honest question—a question that every Christian asks eventually: Is it worth it to follow Jesus? In Luke that question is only implied, but in Matthew’s parallel account Peter says: “See, we have left everything and followed you. What then will we have?” (Matt. 19:27). If we are going to make the grand divestment and give up everything else in life for Jesus, we want to know what we are getting in return. 


  

  

 

LEAVING IT ALL BEHIND 

  Jesus did not always answer people’s questions directly, especially if they were asking with wrong motives, or if they should have been asking something else instead. In this case, we might have expected Jesus to tell his disciples not to think that they deserved anything in return for what they had done. Instead, Jesus gave them a wonderful promise of vast reward: “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for the sake of the kingdom of God, who will not receive many times more in this time, and in the age to come eternal life” (Luke 18:29–30). 


  This sweeping promise of present and future blessing is for anyone who leaves everything behind to follow Jesus. There is a general sense in which every believer must do this. A Christian is someone who has decided to have Jesus instead of anything and everything else the world has to offer. The way the Bible tells us to come to Jesus is by repentance and faith. But to repent is to turn away from sin, so in repentance we are leaving our sinful ways behind. And to have faith is to trust in Christ alone for salvation, leaving behind any other way of saving ourselves. So the only way to come to Jesus at all is to leave everything else behind. 


  The great Scottish theologian Thomas Boston did this when he renewed his personal covenant with God near the end of his life and ministry. Boston went to his secret place for prayer and said: 


  O Lord, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, I confess from my heart, that I am by nature a lost sinner. I am fully convinced that I am utterly unable to help myself. But as there is a covenant of grace, I do now again take hold of that covenant, for life and salvation to me; believing on the name of Christ crucified, who made atonement, paid the ransom, and brought everlasting righteousness for poor sinners. I resign myself, soul and body, to him, to be saved by his blood alone. I give up myself wholly unto him, to serve him for ever. 


  


  Then, as Boston came to the end of his personal covenant, he called on the very walls of his house to witness the promise he was making to Jesus Christ: 


  Let it be recorded in heaven, O Lord, and let the bed on which I lean, the timber, and the stones, and all other things here in my closet, bear witness that I, though most unworthy, have this second day of December, here taken hold of, and come into thy covenant of grace, offered and exhibited to me in thy gospel, for time and eternity; and that thou art my God in the covenant, and I am one of thy people, from henceforth and for ever.2


  


  This is essentially what we all need to say to God, even if we use simpler words to say it. If we want to have a saving relationship with Jesus Christ, we need to say to him, “I am yours and you are mine forever.” This is the prayer of every believer. 


  Some Christians are called to go beyond this, however, and to make some more specific sacrifices. This is what Jesus is talking about in Luke 18. For the sake of the kingdom of God, Jesus calls some of his servants to leave their homes and their families behind. In some parts of the world this is what Christians have to do when they are baptized. In many Muslim communities, for example, someone who becomes a Christian will be disowned by his family, and possibly even put to death. Other Christians leave their homes and their families when they go overseas to serve as missionaries. In order to fulfill God’s special calling, they must give up some of the things that they love most in the entire world. 


  This brings us back to the question that Peter had: Is it worth it? Is it worth it to follow Jesus if that means going to some far country and being separated from your family? Is it worth being a missionary if it means taking your children far away from their grandparents? And what about all the other sacrifices that Jesus might demand? Is it worth giving up your dream house to give sacrificially to kingdom work? Is it worth letting go of your plan for a husband in order to pursue the plan that God has for your life and ministry? Is it worth risking your reputation to be known as a follower of Christ? Is it worth it, or not? 


  

  

 

NOW AND LATER 

  People who make the decision to follow Jesus may sometimes have their doubts, or even their regrets, but they will never end up on the losing end of God’s bargain, because Jesus has given this guarantee: anyone who leaves everything behind for the kingdom of God will “receive many times more in this time, and in the age to come eternal life” (Luke 18:30). 


  The promise is absolute: no one who gives something up for the kingdom of God will fail to receive God’s blessing. Everyone who follows Jesus will gain what he has to offer. What Jesus offers is a double blessing—a blessing for now and a blessing for later. Making sacrifices for the kingdom of God is like making a long-term investment that constantly pays out rich dividends, without ever diminishing the capital.3 Many people think of Christianity as a good long-term investment that may not do all that much for a person in the meantime. “Maybe Jesus will save you when you die,” they say, “but right now being a Christian takes all the fun out of life.” Then they doubt whether Jesus is really worth it. But Jesus says that the kingdom of God is both the best short-term and the best long-term investment that anyone can ever make. 


  In the short term, Jesus promises to give more to us than we give up for him. If we are called to leave home or family for the kingdom of God, he will give us “many times more” (Luke 18:30). This promise is true in a literal sense, because when we put our faith in Jesus Christ, we become part of the family of God. God is our Father, Christ is our Husband, and all the children of God are our brothers and sisters. In the church, therefore, we have all the family that we could ever need—spiritual sons and daughters and fathers and mothers. 


  The church is our first and everlasting family, and we should treat it that way all through life. When we first come to Christ, and are learning what it means to follow him, there are spiritual siblings who can show us the way. When we are alone in our singleness, needing companionship, we are called to be a brother or sister to a friend who can be a brother or sister to us. When we are struggling in marriage, there are spiritual fathers and mothers who can teach us to love. When we are without children, we are called to welcome the littlest followers of God, just as Jesus did. When we are far away from our families, we can find a home away from home in the church. And when we come to the end of our days, even if we do not have any living relatives, we have a spiritual family to mourn our passing and bury us in the hope of our resurrection. Whatever home or family we give up to follow Jesus, it is more than made up in the church, if only we will learn to regard it as the true family of God. 


  Yet when Jesus promised to give us “many times more,” he was talking about something more than simply our spiritual relationships in the family of God. He was also talking about giving us himself, which more than makes up for anything we think we are missing in life. J. C. Ryle said that “many times more” means 


  the believer shall find in Christ a full equivalent for anything that he is obliged to give up for Christ’s sake. He shall find such peace, and hope, and joy, and comfort, and rest, in communion with the Father and the Son, that his losses shall be more than counterbalanced by his gains. In short, the Lord Jesus Christ shall be more to him than property, or relatives, or friends.4


  


  Even if we lose everything else in life—or give it up because God has called us to make radical sacrifices for the gospel—we still have Jesus. We always have Jesus, and what we have in him can never be taken away. When we do not have a home, Jesus is our refuge and our fortress, our shelter in the time of storm. When we cannot seem to find any love, Jesus is the proverbial “friend who sticks closer than a brother” (Prov. 18:24). When we are out of money, Jesus is still the treasure in our soul. 


  Have you learned to trust in Jesus for everything you need—not just to trust that he will give you what you need, but that he is what you need? Jesus really is worth it, because when we have Jesus, we have “many times more” than whatever we give up to follow him. J. Wilbur Chapman said it well in the closing verse of his triumphant hymn: 


  Jesus! I do now receive him,
 More than all in him I find;
 He hath granted me forgiveness,
 I am his, and he is mine.
 Hallelujah! What a Savior!
 Hallelujah! What a Friend!
 Saving, helping, keeping, loving,
 He is with me to the end.5


  


  Yes, Jesus is with us to the end, and after that, he will receive us into glory. This is the second part of the double promise that Jesus made: eternal life. In the age to come, anyone who makes a sacrifice for the kingdom of God will receive eternal life. This is not because our sacrifices merit anything. But when, by the grace of God, we leave everything else behind to follow Jesus, we get Jesus now and Jesus later—Jesus forever. 


  Eternal life means, of course, life that is endless in its duration. God has promised that everyone who believes in Jesus Christ will live with him forever. This is essential to the perfection of heaven. Even the best experiences in life are somewhat diminished by the knowledge that soon they must come to an end. With a sudden pang of regret, we realize that the party is ending, the vacation is almost over, the children are about to leave home. But we will never have that feeling in heaven, because eternal life lasts forever. 


  What a life it will be! It is not just the length of eternal life that makes it so precious, but also the kind of life that it is. Eternal life is a free life. It is a life free from sin, both our own sin and the sins of others. It is free from pain, whether physical or emotional. It is free from sadness: every tear will be wiped from our eyes. Eternal life is also a full life. It is full of worship, with music more glorious than we can imagine. It is full of glory, with beautiful new bodies that are raised with Christ. Best of all, it is a life full of God, lived in the very presence of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (see John 17:23–24). What blessings are waiting for us in the kingdom of God! Jesus is worth it now, but he will be even more worth it later, when we pass beyond the darkening sky of this fallen world and see the dawn of God’s eternal day. 


  This was the testimony of Elizabeth Freeman, who served as a pioneer missionary to India in the nineteenth century. Living and serving under conditions of extreme hardship, Freeman wrote to her niece back home: “I hope you will be a missionary wherever your lot is cast, and as long as God spares your life; for it makes but little difference after all where we spend these few fleeting years, if they are only spent for the glory of God. Be assured there is nothing else worth living for!”6 Nor is there anything else worth dying for, as Freeman’s tragic death at the hands of Muslim attackers would soon prove. Eternity will prove that nothing is more worth living for, or dying for, than the gospel of Jesus Christ. 


  

  

 

ARE WE WORTH IT? 

  So far we have been looking at things from our perspective, asking whether Jesus is worth it for us. But what Jesus says at the end of this passage compels us to ask a more fundamental question: Are we worth it to Jesus? The question arises because the blessings that Jesus has for us can come only at the cost of his blood: “And taking the twelve, he said to them, ‘See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written about the Son of Man by the prophets will be accomplished. For he will be delivered over to the Gentiles and will be mocked and shamefully treated and spit upon. And after flogging him, they will kill him, and on the third day he will rise’” (Luke 18:31–33). 


  This is now at least the fourth time that Jesus has prophesied his sufferings and death. Back in chapter 9, when Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51), he said that the Son of Man would suffer many things at the hands of the Jewish leaders, and then be killed (Luke 9:22), and that he would be delivered into the hands of sinful men (Luke 9:44). Later Jesus would say that as a prophet he had to perish in Jerusalem (Luke 13:33). His impending death was never far from his mind, and here in chapter 18, when he says, “we are going up to Jerusalem,” his use of the present tense conveys a sense of urgency and immediacy. The crucifixion is now at hand, and the closer Jesus draws to the cross, the more clearly he prophesies about his passion. 


  In this prophecy Jesus gives new and explicit information about what he will suffer for sinners. For the first time he says that he will be handed over to the Gentiles, so that the entire human race will be complicit in his death—not just the Jews, but also the Gentiles. He speaks of being mocked and beaten and abused—things he has not mentioned before, at least in so many words. When we read this in the context of the Gospel as a whole, we get the impression that Jesus is coming to a clearer awareness of the sufferings he must endure. Perhaps this was directly revealed to him by the Father and the Spirit, or perhaps he could discern it from the way people were plotting against him, but it was also something Jesus had studied in the Scriptures. 


  Notice the way Jesus introduced the subject of his sufferings, and notice his absolute confidence that the Bible must come true. Jesus said, “Everything that is written about the Son of Man by the prophets will be accomplished” (Luke 18:31). What, exactly, did the prophets say about the Son of Man? As Jesus studied the Scriptures—as he read the words of men like David and Isaiah—he saw that the Son of Man would be forsaken by God (Ps. 22:1), mocked by his enemies (Ps. 22:7), tormented by thirst (Ps. 22:15), pierced through his hands and feet (Ps. 22:18), despised and rejected by men (Isa. 53:3), wounded for transgressions (Isa. 53:5), and crushed for iniquities (Isa. 53:5), until finally he was poured out unto death (Isa. 53:12). 


  It was not just that Jesus had to die, but that he had to die this way: with the cruel sufferings of a body that was abused before it was crucified and a soul that was forsaken by God. Jesus knew in advance that this is what waited for him at the end of his Calvary road. So he added his own prophecy to the words of the ancient prophets, and said: “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written about the Son of Man by the prophets will be accomplished. For he will be delivered over to the Gentiles and will be mocked and shamefully treated and spit upon. And after flogging him, they will kill him, and on the third day he will rise” (Luke 18:31–33). 


  The mention of rising on “the third day” shows that Jesus also knew the promise of his resurrection. Even before he died on the cross, he knew the whole gospel, which always includes the resurrection as well as the crucifixion (see 1 Cor. 15:3–4). Jesus knew that his death would not be the end, but that the Spirit of the Father would bring him back to life. But even so, on his journey to Jerusalem, Jesus had to ask if it was worth it. Was it worth it to be the suffering Savior to put up with all the hardships of living as a man among fallen men? Was it worth it to endure the agony of Gethsemane, where he sweated his tears in blood, and then to die the painful and shameful death of the cross? Was it worth it to be so separated from the Father that he would cry out in anguish, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34). 


  And was it worth it to suffer all these things for sinners? Was it worth it to die for people like us, whose sins nailed him to the cross, and who sometimes wonder whether Jesus is worth it for us (as if that were really the question)? 


  With every step he took toward Jerusalem, Jesus was saying, “Yes, it is worth it! It is worth it to keep the whole law for my people and to die for their sins, even if that will require the most excruciating suffering.” It was worth it for Jesus when he was alone in the garden, when he was betrayed, when he was accused, when he was beaten, when he was nailed to the cross, and when he gave his soul up unto death. We know it was worth it because Jesus did it, and because the Scripture tells us why: “For the joy that was set before him [he] endured the cross, despising the shame” (Heb. 12:2)—which is another way of saying that Jesus thought we were worth it. In his great love and amazing grace, Jesus wanted the joy of giving us himself and then bringing us with him into eternal life. We were worth it to him because he wanted to be worth it for us. 


  The disciples did not understand any of this at the time. When Jesus spoke to them about his sufferings, death, and resurrection, “they understood none of these things. This saying was hidden from them, and they did not grasp what was said” (Luke 18:34). What Jesus said was perfectly clear, but the disciples did not understand a word of it, perhaps because they thought that Jesus could not be taken literally. He said he was going to die and rise again, but the disciples were not yet ready to understand a suffering, bleeding Savior. How could they, until they saw Jesus betrayed with a kiss and nailed to the cross? Or how could they understand his ultimate triumph until they looked into the empty tomb or saw Jesus in the glory of his resurrection body? 


  The disciples did not understand what Jesus was saying, but Jesus said it anyway, so that they would understand it when the time came. He also said it so that we would understand. Do you understand what Jesus did in dying on the cross and rising again on the third day? Do you understand as well that he is offering you eternal life in himself? 


  If you do understand this, then you know that Jesus is worth it. Absolutely he is worth it—right now and forever. Whatever God is calling you to give up for his kingdom, do not hesitate, even for a moment; Jesus will more than make it up to you. But never forget that Jesus is worth it to us only because we were worth it to him, on the cross where he gave his blood for our sins. 
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 SEEING JESUS

  
  Luke 18:35–43  


  And Jesus said to him, “Recover your sight; your faith has made you well.” And immediately he recovered his sight and followed him, glorifying God. And all the people, when they saw it, gave praise to God. (Luke 18:42–43) 


  My brother-in-law is blind. He was not born that way; he used to have almost perfect eyesight. In fact, as an officer in the United States Air Force, Alan used to fly bombers for the Strategic Air Command, before becoming a commercial pilot for American Airlines. But in December of 2000 he came down with a life-threatening case of bacterial meningitis. As his condition worsened, he was airlifted to the University of Texas Medical Center in Dallas. At one critical point Alan was legally dead and had to be resuscitated. He underwent emergency life-saving surgery to relieve the pressure on his brain and spinal cord. He was in a coma for six weeks, before finally coming back to consciousness. By the mercy of God his life was spared, but the damage to his optic nerve is irreparable, and barring a miracle, he will remain blind for the rest of his life. 


  We are all saddened by my brother-in-law’s disability, but we do not treat him with patronizing pity. He has many reasons to be thankful. His body is strong, his trust in God is secure, and his family is growing in godliness. He travels widely, and has many opportunities to testify to his faith in Jesus Christ. But if Alan could wish for one thing in life, it would be to regain his sight. 


  

  

 

WHAT THE BLIND MAN SAW 

  Jesus met a man with the same desire on his way to Jerusalem: “As he drew near to Jericho, a blind man was sitting by the roadside begging. And hearing a crowd going by, he inquired what this meant. They told him, ‘Jesus of Nazareth is passing by’” (Luke 18:35–37). 


  The beggar heard the commotion as Jesus came down the road with his entourage. Since the man was blind, he could not see Jesus, but there were several things that he could see. 


  To begin with, he could see his need. Since his eyes were covered with darkness, the man needed sight. So when Jesus gave him the opportunity to say what he needed, his answer was simple and direct: “Lord, let me recover my sight” (Luke 18:41). He also needed money. As a direct result of his blindness, the man was in abject poverty. Day after day he sat by the side of the road, begging. What else could he do? He had no way to earn a steady income. As a blind man living in a culture that made no special provision for the disabled, he was destitute. 


  The blind man could see his need, and out of his desperate misery he cried for salvation. Mercy was his only plea, so “he cried out, ‘Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!’” (Luke 18:38). The word “mercy” suggests that he may have perceived his spiritual need as clearly as his physical need. At a minimum, the man was asking for physical healing. But as Darrell Bock indicates, our “need for mercy is often associated with sin, and sometimes mercy is needed because the plight is particularly desperate.”1 In its fullest sense, mercy is the love of God for sinners, the grace by which he rescues us from our lost and sorry condition. Mercy is what David asked for when he prayed: “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions” (Ps. 51:1). Whether he realized it or not, when the blind man asked for mercy he was asking Jesus for something more than his sight; he was begging for his salvation. 


  The first step is always to admit that we have a problem, and the blind man who sat by the side of the road saw his need for a Savior. In fact, he saw it much more clearly than did the rich ruler who came to Jesus just a few verses before (Luke 18:18–25). That man’s material prosperity prevented him from seeing his spiritual poverty, and he went away unsaved. He would have been much better off if he had been a blind man—even a beggar man—yet able to see his spiritual poverty. 


  This is what we all need to see: our need for Jesus—specifically, our need for him to save us from the blindness of our sin. In his book on the miracles of Jesus, Richard Phillips points out that the various miracles in Luke show us the deadly and disabling effects of sin: “Leprosy shows sin’s corrupting power and condemning presence. The lame show sin’s debilitating power. The dead proclaim the wages of sin; the demon-possessed show the destructive domination that is always the result of our bondage to sin and to Satan.”2 For each miracle, there is an analogy between the physical needs of the body and the spiritual needs of the sinful soul. What the beggar of Jericho shows us—by his disability and by his plea for mercy—is the blinding effect of sin. Without the work of the Holy Spirit, we fail to even see how sinful we are, or how much need we have for the grace of God. 


  Do you see your need for a Savior? If not, the Bible says it is because “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4). Ask the Holy Spirit to open your eyes, and you will see how much you need Jesus. 


  

  

 

WHAT ELSE THE BLIND MAN SAW 

  The second thing the blind man saw was who Jesus was. Other people may have called him “Jesus of Nazareth,” but the blind man called him “Jesus, Son of David” (Luke 18:38–39). This title does not appear often in the Gospels, but it would have been familiar to any Jew who knew the Old Testament. It meant that Jesus was the Messiah—the Savior whom God had always promised to send. In those days the traditional Jewish synagogue prayers included a petition asking God to have mercy “on the kingdom of the house of David, of the Messiah of thy righteousness.”3 By calling Jesus the “Son of David,” the blind man was acknowledging him as the Savior whom God had promised to send. Perhaps he had heard about the miracles Jesus performed, or maybe the word was out that he was descended from the line of David (see Luke 2:4). In any case, when the blind man called out for the Son of David, he was declaring Jesus as Israel’s royal king, David’s rightful heir, and God’s righteous Messiah. Other people saw Jesus as a preacher and miracle worker; the blind man also saw him as the Savior! 


  Anyone who calls on the name of Jesus will be saved, as the blind man was. A powerful example of this saving principle at work in today’s world comes from the life of a student at Kenya’s Scott Theological College. Here is how a teacher at the school describes the man’s testimony: 


  Francis Ayul comes from the upper Nile River in Southern Sudan. He shared his testimony during the graduation ceremony and we held back our tears: alternating between joy, grief, and then back to joy. He is the only child of 13 siblings still alive. As a young man, he enlisted in the SPLA to fight the Islamic army from the north; he did so for 13 years, earning prestige for his fighting prowess, until he was shot twice in the stomach one hot afternoon. For three days, he lived (barely) among the dead, wondering at times if he was still alive, while hyenas and vultures hovered around his still body. It was during the third day, when—as he held an AK47 to his head to take his own life—he remembered the name of Jesus from his youth and called out, “Jesus, save me.” As he was praying, his comrades returned and found his eyes still blinking and carried him to where he could receive medical help. He promised Jesus, out of gratitude, that he would serve him the rest of his life. Francis returns to southern Sudan to train pastors and serve as a missionary in outreach areas.4


  


  The blind man not only saw Jesus as the Savior, but also received him as his Lord. When Jesus asked him what he wanted, he addressed Jesus as the Lord (Luke 18:41). This was more than a sign of respect; it also amounted to a confession of faith. Whether he fully realized it or not, by calling Jesus “Lord,” the blind man was expressing a right relationship with God. There is no way to separate salvation in Christ from the lordship of Christ. Jesus is both Savior and Lord; to receive him as one is to receive him as the other, for the only Savior is the Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, when the blind man called Jesus “Lord,” he was submitting himself to worship and obey the Savior. 


  So you see, the blind man could see better than most people, including many people in the crowds that followed Jesus around Jericho! His spiritual acuity was nearly 20–20. Someone once asked Helen Keller, “Isn’t it terrible to be blind?” She responded by saying, “Better to be blind and see with your heart, than to have two good eyes and see nothing.”5 Keller’s words are an apt description of the beggar man by the side of the road who, for all his physical blindness, had penetrating spiritual insight. Do you see your sin and need for a Savior as well as he did? 


  The third thing the blind man saw was Jesus himself. Or maybe we should say that Jesus was the first thing he saw, for by his miraculous divine power, Jesus made the blind man to see. The Scripture says, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Rom. 10:13). The blind man experienced this for himself. King Jesus heard his cry and opened his eyes, delivering him from blindness and beggary by his royal command. As soon as the blind man’s eyes were opened, the first person he saw was his Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. By performing this miracle, Jesus fulfilled the ancient promise that he had come to recover sight for the blind (Luke 4:18). 


  This promise is fulfilled in a spiritual way any time a sinner comes to faith in Jesus Christ. A believer is someone who has been delivered from the blindness of sin; the eyes of his heart have been enlightened by the grace of God (see Eph. 1:17–18). Yet there is also a physical dimension to God’s promise. The restoration of the blind man’s sight is a reminder that salvation is for the body as well as the soul. His physical healing fell within the gospel category of salvation. When Jesus described what he had done for the man, he said “your faith has made you well” (Luke 18:42); or, more literally, “your faith has saved you.” The New Testament verb “to save” (sōzō) can encompass physical as well as spiritual health. Depending on the context, salvation may refer to “healing, delivering, rescuing, keeping safe, [or] preserving someone.”6


  Thus, while the blind man’s salvation included much more than the recovery of his sight, his sight was not to be overlooked! Jesus saved the man from his physical distress with a view to his eternal destiny. God has promised that in the end he will provide physical as well as spiritual well-being. What hope this gives to the blind, the deaf, the crippled, and anyone else who suffers in the body! One day God will save us from every last consequence of sin, including sickness, disability, and disease. 


  The healing miracles of Jesus should not mislead us into expecting full salvation right away, however. This is the error of the faith-healers, who expect physical healing to be the immediate result of saving faith. But Jesus did not heal everyone, and God has never promised to save us from suffering in this fallen world. Rather, he promises to save us through suffering into glory. Thus the healing miracles of Christ hold the promise of a glorious salvation that is yet to come. We will have perfect health in heaven, where “death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain” (Rev. 21:4). 


  Even the man that Jesus met on the Jericho road was still waiting for that perfect salvation, but he caught his first glimpse of it when Jesus made his blind eyes to see. As we suffer in the body and struggle with our own physical limitations, his story gives us the hope that Jesus has the power to heal us and make us whole again. 


  

  

 

BELIEVING IS SEEING 

  Even before Jesus performed his miraculous cure, the blind man could see more than most people. The way he received his sight—both his spiritual sight and his physical sight—was by grace through faith. Jesus said to him, “Recover your sight; your faith has made you well” (Luke 18:42). The blind man was seeing by believing. It was his faith that made him well. 


  Properly speaking, of course, it was Jesus who healed him. But the man received Jesus by faith, and thus faith was the channel by which he received his salvation. B. B. Warfield was right when he said that it is not even faith, strictly speaking, that saves, “but Christ that saves through faith. The saving power resides exclusively, not in the act of faith or the attitude of faith or the nature of faith, but in the object of faith . . . Christ himself.”7 This is what saved the man by the Jericho road: faith in Jesus. Therefore, his example shows us what it means to put our own trust in Christ. 


  We have considered what the blind man saw, but what did he believe? And what can his example teach us about what it means to have faith in Jesus as the Son of David—our Lord for life and Savior from sin? 


  First, his example shows that faith is persistent. The blind man did something more than simply call out to Jesus; he kept crying for mercy until Jesus stopped and healed him. To put it another way, he kept praying until Jesus saved him. Since he could not see his way to Jesus, how else could he get the salvation he so desperately needed? He continued to shout for mercy over the noise of the crowd, even after everyone told him to shut up: “And those who were in front rebuked him, telling him to be silent. But he cried out all the more” (Luke 18:39). The man may have been blind, but he was not dumb, in the sense of being unable to speak. People were trying to stop him from making a scene. But the more they tried to get him to quiet down, the louder he shouted, begging for Jesus to save him. He would not give up on his desire to see. 


  The blind man was rewarded for the persistence of his faith, because “Jesus stopped and commanded him to be brought to him. And when he came near, he asked him, ‘What do you want me to do for you?’” (Luke 18:40–41). The answer, of course, was that the blind man wanted to see. He believed that Jesus had the power to save him, and he would not stop crying out to Jesus until he was saved. 


  The lesson is easy to apply: do not keep quiet, but cry out for deliverance until Jesus brings you to salvation. There will always be some friends and family members who try to discourage you from calling on Jesus by faith. But be persistent. Keep crying out for salvation, the way the blind man did, until by the word of God you receive your spiritual sight. Then keep crying out for anything and everything that you need. Jesus is listening by the Holy Spirit, and he loves to hear the prayers of the needy. Jesus Christ has mercy for sinners. If you pray in persistent faith, he will not pass you by. Jesus is not too busy helping others to help you; he will stop in the middle of the road to save you. 


  

  

 

KNOWING, BELIEVING, TRUSTING 

  Unless the blind man’s faith had been persistent, he never would have caught Jesus’ attention and had the chance to ask for what he needed. Unless his faith had been personal, he never would have asked the way that he did: “Lord, let me recover my sight” (Luke 18:41). This was a second aspect of the man’s faith: it was a personal faith in Jesus Christ. He called directly on Jesus for his salvation, and he did this with his whole person. Ole Hallesby has written: “The essence of faith is to come to Christ. . . . Faith manifests itself clearly and plainly when sinners . . . come into the presence of Christ with all their sin and all their distress. The sinner who does this believes.”8


  We might add that the sinner who does this is saved, for personal faith in Christ is saving faith. God calls everyone to trust personally in his Son Jesus. If you call out to Christ in faith, he will be your Savior. Protestant theologians have long taught that there are three essential elements to personal saving faith: knowledge (notitia), belief (assensus), and trust (fiducia). The blind man—the beggar man—seems to have had all three. 


  First he had knowledge, the intellectual dimension of faith, which comes from the regenerated mind. It is impossible to have faith in Jesus Christ without knowing who he is and what he has done. Faith is not simply a subjective feeling of ultimate dependence, but has objective, propositional content. In the case of the blind man, faith meant knowing that Jesus was the Son of David, with the power to save. For the Christian, faith means knowing that Jesus is who the Bible says he is and that he has done what the Bible says he has done. Jesus Christ is God the Son—God incarnate—who lived a perfect life, died an atoning death, and was raised to victorious life. Faith means knowing that Jesus Christ is the crucified and risen Savior who offers redemption from sin and reconciliation to God. Since faith requires knowledge, often the first step to becoming a Christian is simply to have someone explain what Christianity teaches. 


  Faith begins in the mind, but that is not where it ends. John Calvin said that “the Word of God is not received by faith if it flits about in the top of the brain, but when it takes root in the depth of the heart.”9 This brings us to the second essential element of personal saving faith, which is belief, or assent, which comes from the regenerated heart. This means accepting the message of salvation—not just knowing what the Bible says about Jesus, but believing from the heart that it is really true. After all, even the demons believe there is a God (James 2:19); the trouble is that they will not accept him. But the blind man did accept Jesus. He cried out to the Savior and called him Lord. He had personal saving faith, in which the mind becomes convinced of the truth of Jesus Christ and the heart embraces him as the Savior. 


  The third element in personal saving faith is trust, and the blind man had this as well. Trust is the volitional dimension of faith, in which the regenerated will offers unconditional surrender to Jesus Christ. As Martin Luther explained, there is a difference between “faith which believes what is said of God is true” and “faith which throws itself on God.”10 The trusting aspect of faith was graphically illustrated in the ministry of John Paton, for when Paton 


  first went out as a pioneer missionary to the New Hebrides islands, he found that the natives among whom he began to work had no way of writing their language. He began to learn it and in time began to work on a translation of the Bible for them. Soon he discovered that they had no world for “faith.” This was serious, of course, for a person can hardly translate the Bible without it. One day he went on a hunt with one of the natives. They shot a large deer in the course of the hunt, and tying its legs together and supporting it on a pole, laboriously trekked back down the mountain path to Paton’s home near the seashore. As they reached the veranda both men threw the deer down, and the native immediately flopped into one of the deck chairs that stood on the porch exclaiming, “My, it is good to stretch yourself out here and rest.” Paton immediately jumped to his feet and recorded the phrase. In his final translation of the New Testament this was the word used to convey the idea of trust, faith, and belief.11


  


  Faith is resting on Jesus for salvation. Or, to use the most famous definition of all, “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). There is no better example than the blind man by the Jericho road, who was certain of what he did not see! Genuine biblical faith always includes a measure of assurance. As Calvin said, faith is “a firm and certain knowledge of God’s benevolence towards us, founded upon the truth of the freely given promise in Christ, both revealed to our minds and sealed upon our hearts through the Holy Spirit.”12 This does not mean that Christians never have their doubts. As we learn from the Gospel of Luke, there are times when disciples have little faith (Luke 12:28), and need to ask God for more (Luke 17:5). What the assurance of faith does mean, however, is that true believers never completely lose their trust in the saving work of Christ. 


  Thankfully, salvation does not depend on the strength of our faith. It depends rather on God’s faithfulness, and he has promised that by the abiding presence of his Spirit, we will never abandon our confidence in Jesus to save. True faith, says the Heidelberg Catechism, is “not only a certain knowledge, whereby I hold for truth all that God has revealed to us in his word, but also an assured confidence, which the Holy Ghost works by the gospel in my heart; that not only to others, but to me also, remission of sin, everlasting righteousness, and salvation, are freely given by God, merely of grace, only for the sake of Christ’s merits” (A. 21). 


  Notice that this faith is not something that comes from us, but from the Holy Spirit, who works it into our hearts. Even our faith is a gift from God. Do you have this personal saving faith in Jesus Christ? Do you know him for sure? Believe in him with your whole person—mind, heart, and will. 


  

  

 

FOLLOWING JESUS 

  The last thing to be said about the blind man’s faith is that it was productive: “And immediately he recovered his sight and followed him, glorifying God” (Luke 18:43). He was not the only one either: “And all the people, when they saw it, gave praise to God” (Luke 18:43). 


  This is what happens when someone comes to saving faith in Jesus Christ: it leads to a whole life of worship and obedience. As soon as the blind man could see Jesus, he became one of his followers. Having been saved by faith, he started to live by faith, for saving faith always leads to a life of obedience—“the obedience of faith” (Rom. 1:5). Once the blind man was saved, he started to fulfill the purpose for which he was made, which was to glorify God and enjoy him forever. Then the joy of his salvation was infectious: when other people saw what God had done in the man’s life, they started praising God too. 


  True faith produces joy in God and a commitment to follow Jesus forever. This is a good way to test our relationship to God. Do I experience joy in the worship of God? Am I keeping the commandments of Christ? Does my life point other people to Jesus in a way that makes them want to follow Jesus too? If I say that I am trusting in Jesus, my faith should be evident in the way I worship, the way I witness, and the way I live. Faith, writes Anthony Hoekema, is “a response to God’s call by the acceptance of Christ with the total person—that is, with assured conviction of the truth of the gospel, and with trustful reliance on God in Christ for salvation, together with genuine commitment to Christ and to his service.”13


  The story of the blind man by the side of the road is a call to persistent, personal, productive faith in Jesus Christ. One day soon everyone who has this faith will see Jesus. The Son of David has gone ahead of us into glory, where he has promised that we will see him face to face. This is what my brother-in-law Alan is waiting for: not just the recovery of his physical sight, but the glorious appearing of the Lord Jesus Christ. That is what I am waiting for too. I am waiting to see Jesus, and by faith, I will see him. 


  Will you see Jesus? Do not let him pass you by! Imagine how tragic it would have been if the blind man in Jericho had heard Jesus walking by but never cried out to him in faith. Unless the man had raised his voice at that very moment, he would have missed his chance to see Jesus, and he would have been lost forever. Now Jesus has come your way. Will you call out to him in faith? Jesus has to be believed to be seen; if you believe in him, you will see him, and by his mercy you will be saved. 
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 LITTLE MAN, BIG APOLOGY

  Luke 19:1–10  


  And there was a man named Zacchaeus. He was a chief tax collector and was rich. . . . And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” (Luke 19:2, 9–10) 


  The kids at my elementary school would have called him a “shrimp.” These days people are more politically correct, so they would probably just say that he was “vertically challenged.” Luke said he was “small of stature” (Luke 19:3). But regardless of how anyone says it, the fact is that in comparison with most other people, Zacchaeus was short. 


  Height is not the only standard of measurement, however, and there are more important comparisons for us to make. Once again, Luke has placed two characters side by side in his Gospel in order to show them both in their full spiritual significance. Jesus met two men on the Jericho road, one at the end of chapter 18 and one at the beginning of chapter 19. Consider the connections: One man was blind, while the other had his sight, but they both wanted to see Jesus. One man was beggarly poor, while the other man was filthy rich, but they both needed something that money can’t buy. One man showed his faith, while the other man demonstrated his repentance, but they both had a saving relationship with Jesus Christ. 


  By telling these two stories together, Luke is inviting us to come to Jesus in faith and repentance, just like the blind man who started to see and the little man who made the big apology. Theologians sometimes wonder which comes first: faith or repentance, repenting or believing, but Luke is showing us that they both go together. It is impossible to repent without believing, or to believe without repenting. Repentance means turning away from sin, but how can you truly repent without trusting that God will forgive you in Christ? And when you put your faith in Jesus, what are you trusting him to do, if not to save you from your sin? Therefore, as John Murray wrote, “The faith that is unto salvation is a penitent faith, and the repentance that is unto life is a believing repentance.”1


  

  

 

THE WEE LITTLE MAN 

  The man who had this believing repentance was Zacchaeus. In his account Luke tells us whom this “wee little man” wanted to see, who wanted to see him, and how his life was changed. Luke begins by telling us that Jesus “entered Jericho and was passing through. And there was a man named Zacchaeus. He was a chief tax collector and was rich. And he was seeking to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was small of stature. So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see him, for he was about to pass that way” (Luke 19:1–4). 


  Zacchaeus may not have been tall in stature, but his biggest problem was that he was short on godliness. Most tax collectors were sinners in those days, but Zacchaeus was more of a sinner than most. As a wealthy city on a major trade route, Jericho was one of three major centers for collecting Israel’s taxes. Not surprisingly, collecting taxes there had made Zacchaeus fabulously wealthy. By this point in his career he did not even have to do the collecting himself. As “chief tax collector” he was the ultimate middleman, skimming the proceeds off the customs revenue on its way to Rome. No wonder Zacchaeus was so rich—he was the kingpin of the Jericho tax cartel!2


  As a general rule, tax collectors were swindlers and cheats, and thus they were regarded as traitors to their own people. This explains why Zacchaeus was so unpopular, and why perhaps no one gave him enough room to see Jesus. It also explains why they objected later in the story when Jesus invited himself over to the man’s house for dinner. According to Norval Geldenhuys, “Among the Jews it was an unheard-of thing for a rabbi or any other religious leader to lower himself by staying at the house of a ‘publican.’ So they were greatly offended at His allowing Himself to be entertained in the house of Zacchaeus, a prominent member of this despised class.”3 The chief tax collector was Public Enemy Number One—a collaborator with the Romans. How could Jesus associate with him at all, let alone share table fellowship with him? According to the standards of their own self-righteousness, it was beneath his dignity, especially since many people thought that to eat with a known criminal was to be implicated in his crimes.4 Hence their grumbling disapproval: “He has gone in to be the guest of a man who is a sinner” (Luke 19:7). 


  What people failed to understand is that salvation is for sinners. It is for outsiders and outcasts, swindlers and cheats. In fact, by the end of this passage it turns out that Zacchaeus was exactly the kind of lowlife sinner that Jesus was looking for: “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). If the Savior had come to save sinners, then who better to save than a man like Zacchaeus, who was as lost as lost can be? Jesus did not meet with Zacchaeus to share in his sin, as some of his critics seemed to think, but to offer the fellowship of his forgiveness. 


  If Jesus came seeking to save Zacchaeus, then he is willing and able to save any lost sinner whatsoever. He is willing to save you, even after everything you have done to turn away from God. You are not a hopeless case, any more than Zacchaeus was. No one is a hopeless case! Jesus Christ has come to save even the most desperate sinners. 


  

  

 

ZACCHAEUS, YOU COME DOWN! 

  As desperate as he was, Zacchaeus was looking for Jesus. The man was curious—a seeker. He had heard people talking about Jesus, and he heard the huge commotion as Jesus went through the city. Maybe he had even heard how sympathetic Jesus was to tax collectors and other religious outsiders. But whatever his reasons, Zacchaeus was drawn to Jesus and wanted to see him. The little man’s curiosity is a reminder that some of the people who are secretly interested in Jesus are people we would never expect to be interested in Jesus at all. No one thought Zacchaeus had much interest in spiritual things, but in fact he wanted to know more about Jesus. Some of the people we know have the same interest, whether we suspect it or not. If we talked to them about Jesus, they would engage in the conversation. If we invited them to church, they would visit. They are looking for Jesus already—sitting in their sycamore trees, so to speak. When will we help them see Jesus? 


  Zacchaeus did what anyone should do who is curious about Jesus: he got into position to get a better look. The way he did this was rather undignified, as everyone knows. First he “ran on ahead” (Luke 19:4), something that a gentleman in those days would rarely do, if ever. Then he climbed a tree, which was even more undignified. But it was worth it, because Zacchaeus wanted to see Jesus. His example encourages us to do whatever it takes to see Jesus. If you do not know Jesus, are you curious to know more about him? Take a look: he is the Son of God and the Savior of the world. Then once we do know Jesus, we should do anything in our power to see him even more clearly. We do not have to climb up a tree to do this; we simply need to spend time with Jesus by speaking to him in prayer and listening to him in the Bible. 


  Zacchaeus wanted to see Jesus, but as it turned out, Jesus also wanted to see him. Luke tells us that “when Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for I must stay at your house today’” (Luke 19:5). The old children’s Sunday school song says it like this: 


  And as the Savior passed that way,
 He looked up in the tree.
 And he said, “Zacchaeus, you come down!
 For I’m going to your house today.”


  


  Here we see God’s sovereignty in salvation. It was the ultimate divine appointment. Zacchaeus did not stop for Jesus; Jesus stopped for Zacchaeus. He even called him by name, as if he had known him from all eternity (which of course he had!). Jesus was on a divine mission; he had come to seek and to save. To that end, he invited himself over for dinner, except that what he said to Zacchaeus was not so much an invitation as it was an imperative. Speaking with divine authority, Jesus commanded the little man to hurry down, because he must visit his house today. 


  This is the way Jesus saves lost sinners: he does it by walking right into our lives, even uninvited. J. C. Ryle said, “If ever there was a soul sought and saved, without having done anything to deserve it, that soul was the soul of Zacchaeus. . . . Unasked, our Lord stops and speaks to Zacchaeus. Unasked, He offers Himself to be a guest in the house of a sinner. Unasked, He sends into the heart of a publican the renewing grace of the Spirit, and puts him that very day among the children of God.”5 Here is how the Puritan Matthew Henry explained the saving work of God in the sinner’s soul: Jesus “brings his own welcome; he opens the heart and inclines it to receive him.”6


  Jesus was calling Zacchaeus to faith and repentance, and with his call came the grace for Zacchaeus to respond. The theological term for this is “effectual calling,” which the Westminster Shorter Catechism defines as “the work of God’s Spirit, whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, and renewing our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, freely offered to us in the gospel” (A. 31). In other words, when God calls a sinner by the Holy Spirit, he does everything inside us that needs to be done for us to be saved. He convinces us that we are sinners. He teaches us who Jesus is. He changes our minds and hearts so that we are ready to receive Jesus as Savior and Lord. Sooner or later, every true child of God receives this effective call. Through the preaching of the message of salvation, Jesus stops us in the middle of life’s busy road and calls us to faith and repentance. He enters our homes to change our hearts. 


  

  

 

FAITH AND REPENTANCE 

  The conversion of Zacchaeus is a story of repentance, but it is also a story of faith. As we saw in the previous chapter, the story of the blind man was mainly about faith, but it was a penitent faith. Likewise, although the story of Zacchaeus is primarily about repentance, it was a believing repentance. 


  The faith of Zacchaeus is evident from the way he received Jesus. When Jesus stopped and called him by name, he practically fell out of the tree. But then he gave Jesus the glad welcome of faith, embracing him with joyous trust: “he hurried and came down and received him joyfully” (Luke 19:6). To receive Jesus is to come to him by faith, trusting him for eternal life and everything else. 


  The welcome Zacchaeus gave to Jesus is a reminder that faith is a matter of personal trust, and not merely a matter of propositional belief. The wee little man had heard about Jesus before. In all likelihood, the word was out that the man from Nazareth was a friend of tax collectors and sinners (see Matt. 11:19). Zacchaeus wanted to see for himself, to investigate the claims of Christ. But he did not have to look long before he decided to welcome Jesus into his home, and then into his heart. 


  Do not delay! There is a time and a place for curiosity, for sitting up in the tree and looking at Jesus. But there is also a time and a place for getting down from the tree and welcoming him with open arms, the way Zacchaeus did. He believed in Jesus almost as soon as Jesus called him. His faith is confirmed by the way he addressed Jesus: “Behold, Lord!” (Luke 19:8). Like the blind man, he called Jesus his Lord. This was more than a title of respect; it was his first confession of faith, a sign that he was coming under the lordship of Jesus Christ. 


  But the real proof of the man’s faith was his repentance: “Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, ‘Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor. And if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold.’ And Jesus said to him, ‘Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of Abraham’” (Luke 19:8–9). 


  By calling Zacchaeus a son of Abraham, Jesus was welcoming him into God’s family, together with everyone else in the man’s household. This is a notable example of the deep biblical principle of the covenant, that salvation is not just for individuals, but also for families. When grace comes to the head of a house, God is laying his claim on the entire household. 


  The Pharisees claimed that they were the only true children of Abraham (see Luke 3:8), but Jesus said that tax collectors could be part of the family, too. No one needs to stay outside; there is always more room in God’s house. Even though Zacchaeus was a notorious sinner, he was still a Jew, and now he was restored to God’s true Israel by faith in Jesus Christ. David Gooding says, “In that moment Zacchaeus not only saw who Jesus was, he discovered his own long-lost identity. He was a man loved by God with an eternal love, and longed for so much that God had sent his Son on purpose to find him and to rescue him from his lostness by coming personally to his home and bringing the sense of acceptance with God into his very heart.”7


  This is what the love of Jesus does in the heart of a sinner. The way he accepts us leads us to accept him. With that acceptance comes a true sense of identity, the assurance that we are children of God and that God loves us in Jesus Christ. There is no longer any need to run away from God, or to hide from other people, or to pretend to be anything except who we really are. 


  This does not mean, however, that we can go on living the way that we have always lived. When Jesus comes into someone’s life, there are some changes that come with him. It is true that Jesus accepted Zacchaeus as he was, but it is equally true that Jesus did not leave Zacchaeus where he was. The love of Jesus called him to repentance. 


  The story of Zacchaeus shows us two essential elements in what the Bible calls “repentance that leads to life” (Acts 11:18). First there must be confession, a full acknowledgment of sin. But if repentance is genuine, there must also be a change in someone’s life, and both aspects of repentance were present in this instance. 


  When Zacchaeus heard everyone muttering that he was a sinner, he realized that they were right. So he stood up in front of Jesus and everyone else to confess his sins against God. There were sins of omission: he had not shared his riches with the poor. There were sins of commission: he had cheated people out of their hard-earned income. Zacchaeus took his stand to confess it all—all the covetousness, selfishness, greed, extortion, theft, and fraud. 


  True repentance requires genuine conviction of the sinfulness of one’s very own sins. A notable example comes from the life of a nineteenthcentury black minister named J. W. C. Pennington. After escaping from slavery in Maryland, Pennington lived with the family of a Presbyterian elder in New York—a family that showed him the love of Jesus. Pennington had been deeply scarred by his awful experiences as a slave, and he vowed that he would never forgive his captors. But the more Pennington heard about the gospel of Jesus Christ, the more he realized that he was not just sinned against, but also a sinner. Here is how Pennington described his repentance: “Day after day, I found myself more deeply convicted of personal guilt before God. . . . Burning with a recollection of the wrongs men had done me—mourning for the injuries my brethren were still enduring, [I also became] deeply convinced of the guilt of my own sins against God.”8


  Anyone who wants to be saved must make the same confession, acknowledging the guilt of our own sin against God. It may well be that we have been sinned against, or even that we are more sinned against than sinning. But the only sin we can confess is our own—the sin that makes us guilty before God.

  
 

  

  

 

PAYBACK TIME 

  A second element of true repentance is change, real spiritual change. If someone recognizes his sin, and is sorry for it, yet there is no lasting change in his life, it may be doubted whether true repentance has ever taken place. Repentance is not repentance unto life unless it includes turning away from sin. Thus Anthony Hoekema defines repentance as “the conscious turning of the regenerate person away from sin and toward God in a complete change of living.”9 It is by repentance, writes the Westminster Confession of Faith, that “a sinner, out of the sight and sense . . . of the filthiness and odiousness of his sins . . . so grieves for, and hates his sins, as to turn from them all unto God” (15.2). 


  The biblical terms for repentance all refer to a turning away from sin. The most common word in the Old Testament is shub, which means “to turn around,” or “to go back in the opposite direction” (e.g., 1 Kings 8:35; Ezek. 33:11). At the same time that a sinner turns away from his sins, he also turns towards God (e.g., Ps. 51:13; Hos. 14:1). The key New Testament terms for repentance—metanoia and epistrephō—both emphasize a spiritual change. Metanoia usually refers more specifically to the inward change that takes place in the mind and heart of the sinner (e.g., Rom. 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9), whereas epistrephō typically stresses the outward change in the sinner’s actions (e.g., 1 Thess. 1:9). 


  It was in this outward change that Zacchaeus excelled. It was obvious from what he both said and did that a genuine transformation had taken place in his life, that by the grace of God he had been saved from his sins. It is not certain where he made his speech about giving away his money. He may have spoken these words back at his house, in response to what Jesus said over dinner. But it seems that he repented on the spot, right there under the sycamore tree: “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor. And if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold” (Luke 19:8). 


  The word “if ” does not express uncertainty, as if there were any doubt about what the man had done. Zacchaeus had often defrauded the poor, and the word “if ” simply indicates that he may not have done so in each and every case. But now he had decided to do something about it, and the word “Behold” gives the impression that he was starting right away. Rather than saying “I will give,” he said “I give,” as if emptying his pockets then and there, handing his money out to the needy. More likely his use of the present tense describes the immediate future, what the man intended to do as soon as he could. In any case, Zacchaeus did not delay. Immediately he started divesting himself of the wealth it had taken him years to accumulate. From that moment forward, he resolved to turn away from sin. 


  In making amends to people he had defrauded, Zacchaeus intended to go well beyond what the law required. For starters, he would give away half of his possessions. At most, God’s people were required to give one-fifth of their property to the poor, but Zacchaeus was willing to go up to 50 percent. The way a man uses his money is one of the best indicators of his spiritual condition, and although Zacchaeus may have been a small man, he had deep pockets. Once he came to Christ in faith and repentance, he revalued his priorities and reached out to help the poor. This is how God does mercy: by the love of Jesus, he changes hearts that start to change the world. 


  Furthermore, Zacchaeus offered to pay back four times the amount that he had stolen through excess taxation. Double restitution was the norm, and the law required fourfold restitution only for the theft of an animal (see Ex. 22:1). But Zacchaeus had discovered that it is more blessed to give than it is to receive. Now that he was accepted in Christ, he did not have to hoard everything for himself; he was able and willing to give back what he had taken. 


  By making full restitution, while at the same time giving generously to meet the needs of the poor, Zacchaeus was starting to perform what the Bible calls “deeds in keeping with [his] repentance” (Acts 26:20). He was obeying God in exactly the areas of life where he had most often sinned. This is what repentance requires from all of us: a continual turning away from sin and back to God. When Martin Luther posted his famous Ninety-Five Theses in Wittenberg, his first thesis stated, “Our Lord and Master Jesus Christ . . . willed that the whole life of believers should be repentance.”10


  What are the prevailing sins in your life, and what changes does God want to bring? True repentance means turning away from sin and towards godliness in every area of life. Where you have been taking what does not belong to you, pay it back, with extra. Where you have been lazy, get back to work, and serve in the strength of the Lord. Where you have been neglecting your family, reorganize your schedule and spend time doing the things your wife (or your husband) and your children most need you to do. Where you have been giving in to sexual sin, protect your purity by making a commitment to chastity. Where you have been living selfishly, learn to serve. Where you have been tearing people down, build them up. Where you have been angry with people, or bitter against God, offer forgiveness and praise. These are the kinds of changes that Jesus always wants to bring. 


  

  

 

POWER THROUGH THE CROSS 

  Does it seem impossible to make all the changes that repentance requires? The changes that Zacchaeus made must have cost him a fortune, but then that is what it takes to pass through the eye of a needle (see Luke 18:22, 25). What makes his repentance so remarkable is that he was so rich. In the previous chapter Luke had recounted the story of a rich man who refused to repent, a man who was not willing to use his fortune to feed the poor. As that man walked sadly away, Jesus said, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of God” (Luke 18:24–25). Humanly speaking, it is impossible. But as Jesus went on to say, “What is impossible with men is possible with God” (Luke 18:27). 


  The truth of those words was confirmed by the repentance of Zacchaeus, who never could have found salvation on his own. Only God could do such an impossible thing as bring a rich little thief to repentance. He needed Jesus to come seeking to save him. 


  That same grace is now available to us through the cross. At the end of this passage Jesus announced to Zacchaeus and to the world that “the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). Jesus had been seeking the lost all the way through the Gospel of Luke, up to and including Zacchaeus. Very soon—in just a matter of days—he would be saving the lost by dying for their sins, before rising again with the victory. Jesus is still doing this saving work today, seeking the lost by the work of the Holy Spirit, and saving the lost by the merits of his crucifixion and resurrection. 


  Do you have faith in the saving work of Jesus Christ? Are you turning away from your sin and back to God? We are called to be penitent believers who never stop trusting in the saving power of the crucified Christ. The power and the grace to repent only come through his cross—the cross where he died between two thieves for Zacchaeus and all the other thieving sinners who trust in him for their salvation. 


  One of those sinners was saved through the work of Wycliffe Bible Translators in Brazil, where a team of linguists had finished translating the Book of Luke into the Mamiande language and started recording the soundtrack for the Jesus Film: 


  When it came time to record the section where Jesus called Zacchaeus, the only man available to read the part of Zacchaeus was someone who was known as a scoundrel, a man who was always looking for ways to profit at the expense of others. When this man recorded the part of the story where Zacchaeus repented for his sins, he could not bring himself to say the words “I stole,” but instead said “He stole.” When this was pointed out to him, he denied that he had made a mistake and refused to record his part again.11


  


  This is the difficulty we all have: it is so hard for us to admit our sin. But eventually, after much discussion, the man relented and agreed to record his part properly. When the recording was finished, “the entire village crowded into the school to see the film. Every eye was glued to the screen for the entire two hours. Toward the end, when the film shows Jesus struggling under the heavy cross, showing the price He paid for our sins, the man who had read the part of Zacchaeus could be seen in the middle of the crowd—with tears streaming down his face.”12 The man’s thieving heart was touched and his life was transformed by the Savior who died for his very own sins. 


  This is where we find the power and the grace to repent: by seeing the sacrifice Jesus made on the cross, and believing he did it for us as much as for anyone. 
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 WHAT YOU DO WITH WHAT YOU HAVE

  Luke 19:11–27  


  “I tell you that to everyone who has, more will be given, but from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away.” (Luke 19:26) 


  When Herod the Great died in 4 B.C., it was obvious to almost everyone that his son Archelaus would take his throne in Judea. However, there was only one man in the entire world who had the power and authority to crown Archelaus as king: the emperor Caesar in Rome. Although Archelaus began to rule immediately upon the death of his father, his royal title could be ratified only by Caesar Augustus himself. So Archelaus made the long journey to Rome, where he expected to be crowned as king in the temple of the Palatine Apollo. 


  Unfortunately for Archelaus, there was active opposition to his monarchy, and when he arrived in Rome, he discovered that some of his own family members were rival claimants to the throne. Even worse, a delegation of fifty Jewish leaders came from Jerusalem seeking an audience with Caesar and claiming that Archelaus was unfit to govern. During Passover there had been a disturbance at the temple, and soldiers of Archelaus had rashly slaughtered some three thousand worshipers. The delegation from Jerusalem, backed by thousands of Jews who were then living in Rome, petitioned Caesar to liberate them from the authority of Archelaus. 


  The whole business took much longer than anyone expected, but eventually Caesar decided to give Archelaus the opportunity to prove that he was worthy to be the king. Not surprisingly, when Archelaus returned to Judea he executed swift punishment against the men who had rebelled against his rule.1 He went away as a contender, but he returned as king, ready to exercise his royal authority. 


  

  

 

THE KING’S DEPARTURE 

  This famous episode from Israel’s history happened not long after the birth of Jesus Christ. It was still in living memory thirty years later, and it seems to form the backdrop for a parable Jesus told about investing with the gospel. Jesus was on his way from Jericho up to Jerusalem. Since it was nearly Passover, and since the king’s old winter palace was near that road, it was only natural for Jesus to think about Archelaus. So he began to tell this parable: “A nobleman went into a far country to receive for himself a kingdom and then return. Calling ten of his servants, he gave them ten minas, and said to them, ‘Engage in business until I come.’ But his citizens hated him and sent a delegation after him, saying, ‘We do not want this man to reign over us’” (Luke 19:12–14). 


  It sounds almost exactly like what happened to Archelaus. The nobleman traveled to a far country hoping to receive a kingdom and then return, but his citizens hated him so much that they sent a delegation to prevent his coronation. Jesus was really talking about himself, however. He was not drawing a comparison to the character of wicked Archelaus, of course, but only to the familiar circumstances of his kingship. Jesus was the nobleman—the Son of the High King—who was about to receive a kingdom all his own. He would travel to a far country to get it, passing through death and the empty grave before being crowned in the courts of heaven and eventually returning to his people. Sadly, many citizens would reject his royal authority. Some of them would put him to death; others would refuse to believe in his resurrection, or acknowledge his ascension to the royal throne. Lodging their protest in the courts of heaven, they would say of Jesus, “We do not want this man to reign over us.” 


  There are many parallels here with the kingship of Christ, but the most important is the delay in his return. Notice how the parable is introduced: “As they heard these things, he proceeded to tell a parable, because he was near to Jerusalem, and because they supposed that the kingdom of God was to appear immediately” (Luke 19:11). 


  It is easy to see why people would make this mistake. The more they heard what Jesus said and saw what Jesus could do, the more certain some people became that he was the promised King. Jesus was healing the blind; he was saving sinners, including the kind of rich people who almost never repent; he was preaching the kingdom of God. Soon the gathering masses would sweep him right up to Jerusalem in a frenzy of messianic expectancy. It was almost Palm Sunday, when people would shout, “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!” (Luke 19:38). Is it any wonder that they thought the kingdom of God was coming right away? 


  At the same time, it is easy to see why Jesus was careful to correct their false expectations. The kingdom had come, but it had not yet come in the fullness of its final glory. Jesus still needed to suffer and die on the cross. He still needed to rise from the dead and ascend to heaven. Perhaps most importantly, he still needed to do his gospel work among the nations through the church. The kingdom had come, in one sense, but in another sense it would not come until Jesus came again. 


  Some Bible scholars seem troubled by the fact that although the New Testament says that Jesus is coming soon, he still hasn’t come. Thus they treat the delay of the kingdom as some sort of biblical problem. But this certainly wasn’t a problem for Jesus, who knew there would be a gap between the present and future reality of the kingdom of God. This was an important aspect of his teaching about the kingdom. Even before he died and rose again, Jesus prepared his disciples for his long absence by telling them that there would be a delay between his departure and his return. Therefore, we find ourselves living in the interim between the already and the not yet, between what is now and what is yet to come. 


  

  

 

THE SERVANTS’ TEST 

  How should we live in the meantime? This is the great question of our lives, and the question that Jesus answers in this parable. As we wait for the second coming, are we living as faithful servants of God’s once and future King? The long delay between his departure and his return reveals our true relationship to Jesus Christ. 


  In the parable, two groups of people were waiting for the return of the king: his former servants and his future subjects. Here is how Michael Wilcock summarizes the story: “The King would return only after an unspecified, but far from negligible, period of time; and during that time, though his enemies might be plotting against him, he would expect his servants to be laboring to establish his kingdom.”2


  Among the citizens who waited for the nobleman’s return were some enemies to his cause—out-and-out rebels. Like the people who opposed Archelaus, they rejected the kingship of the king. Many Israelites had the same attitude about Jesus as he made his way to the cross. They refused to acknowledge him as their rightful king. Very soon they would be calling for his crucifixion and saying to Pilate, “We have no king but Caesar” (John 19:15). 


  We will see what happened to these rebels shortly, but the parable has much more to say about the king’s servants. There were ten servants in all, and each of them was given a mina to manage in the king’s absence. A mina was worth about three months’ wages—not a huge sum of money, but enough to find out if these servants could be trusted to serve their master. As he gave them their minas, the nobleman said, “Engage in business until I come” (Luke 19:13). The servants were called to get busy with their master’s business, putting his money to work in order to turn a good profit. 


  These ten money managers represent the servants of Christ, the King. As we wait for his royal return, we are called to carry out the spiritual business of his kingdom. But what, exactly, does the money represent? 


  Here it is important to recognize an important difference between this parable in Luke and a similar parable in the Gospel of Matthew. The parable in Matthew—which is usually called “The Parable of the Talents”—says nothing about a king, but it does tell the story of a man who went on a long journey and gave his servants money to manage in his absence (Matt. 25:14). Each servant received a different amount of money, depending on his ability (Matt. 25:15). Therefore, the parable in Matthew teaches that we all have different amounts of talent to use in serving the Lord. 


  The parable in Luke is traditionally called “The Parable of the Pounds.” Here each servant receives the same amount of money: one mina per servant (Luke 19:13). It is true that we all have different gifts (see 1 Cor. 12)—some more than others (see Matt. 25:14–30)—but that is not the point of this parable. This parable is more about faithfulness than giftedness: every believer has the same responsibility to work hard for the kingdom until Jesus comes again. We have all received the same gospel, and Jesus wants us to put it to work in the world. 


  The gospel is the good news of God’s grace. It is the message of salvation through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It is the royal offer of life and forgiveness through the cross and the empty tomb. God has entrusted this good news to us (see 1 Thess. 2:4), and now he wants us to use it so that he can make it grow. “Each believer receives the same investment capital for his Christian life,” writes Kent Hughes. “We all have the good news of Jesus Christ and its marvelous effect in our lives. And we all have the same command, to ‘Put this money to work until I come back.’ We must invest the investment Christ has made in us! We are to multiply our spiritual capital—invest the gospel—increase the yield of the good news of salvation through Christ!”3


  This investment opportunity raises some important questions: How am I putting the gospel to work? What return am I making on God’s investment? What profit will I have to show when Jesus comes again? 


  Here are some of the ways we can put the gospel to work: We do it by growing in our own Christian lives through repentance, prayer, and daily dependence on the Holy Spirit. We do it by trusting God to meet our needs and guide our decisions. We also put the gospel to work by serving people in need, showing the love and mercy of Christ to people who are lonely, sick, homeless, grieving, and afraid. Then we put the gospel to work by loving our families with the love of Jesus and sharing our faith with our friends. And we put the gospel to work by making a personal investment in missionary work: praying, giving, sending, and going to the nations with the good news about Jesus Christ. 


  Furthermore, we put the gospel to work by carrying out our regular calling in a way that shows the supremacy of Christ. The worker can do this with his labor, the professor with his scholarship, the educator with her teaching, the lawyer with his justice, the doctor with his medicine, and the artist with her craft. As long as it is done with the intention of bringing glory to God, anything and everything we do is an investment in the kingdom of God. Jesus is coming soon. Get busy for him with the gospel! 


  

  

 

THE KING’S RETURN 

  One day the king will return, with the full authority of his royal kingdom. When he returns, one of the first things he will want to know is which servants he can trust to serve him well, based on what they did in his absence. Jesus said, “When he returned, having received the kingdom, he ordered these servants to whom he had given the money to be called to him, that he might know what they had gained by doing business” (Luke 19:15). The day of return was a day of reckoning, on which the king rightly demanded the fruit of faithful service. 


  Two of the servants made good on the king’s investment, at varying rates of return: “The first came before him, saying, ‘Lord, your mina has made ten minas more.’ And he said to him, ‘Well done, good servant! Because you have been faithful in a very little, you shall have authority over ten cities.’ And the second came, saying, ‘Lord, your mina has made five minas.’ And he said to him, ‘And you are to be over five cities’” (Luke 19:16–19). It hardly takes a business degree to recognize that this was an excellent rate of return. Anyone who can turn a profit of almost 1000 percent—or even 500 percent, in the case of the second servant—knows how to manage other people’s money! 


  Once again, we need to ask what all this means in spiritual terms, because Jesus told this parable to help us understand God’s spiritual economy—the business of the kingdom and the second coming of Jesus Christ. 


  To begin with, the parable teaches that the gospel grows by its own inherent power. When the servants were asked what they had done with what they had, they almost made it sound as if the money had grown all by itself. “Lord, your mina has made ten minas more,” the first servant said (Luke 19:16). Similarly, the second servant said, “Lord, your mina has made five minas” (Luke 19:18). These men did not boast about what they had done, but credited their profit to what the master had given them. It was the mina that made the increase. 


  So it is with the gospel. God tells us to put the gospel to work, and because that gospel is the power of God unto salvation, it makes the kingdom grow. It is amazing what the gospel can do! It delivers people from their sins, turning God’s enemies into friends. It brings people from death to life and makes them the sons and the daughters of God. It builds up the church, so that not even the forces of hell can withstand the onslaught of the kingdom of God. It sends people out into the world with the love of Jesus Christ, to serve and to sacrifice. When we see what the gospel has done, both in our own lives and in the lives of people who have been touched by our ministry, we know that none of the credit goes to us. All the credit goes to God, because his gospel is what makes things grow. 


  The parable teaches us further that our King is coming again, and that when he comes, he will hold us all accountable for what we have done with what we have. As the Scripture says, “We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done” (2 Cor. 5:10). “Behold,” Jesus says, “I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, to repay everyone for what he has done” (Rev. 22:12). 


  The parable teaches that when the King returns, he will praise his faithful servants and reward us in a way that is proportional to our service. The man who made ten received ten times the reward; the man who made five received five times the reward; and so on. From this we infer that some believers will receive greater honor than others, according to what they have done with what they had. Of course, we will all gain the same entrance into glory. As the Scripture says to every believer in Christ, “there will be richly provided for you an entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:11). But in that kingdom there will be reward upon reward for the faithful servants of God, depending on the fruitfulness of their service. J. C. Ryle said it well: “Our title to heaven is all of grace. Our degree of glory in heaven will be proportioned to our works.”4


  These kingdom rewards are presented as further opportunities for service. The man who made ten minas gets to manage ten cities. What he receives is not so much a reward as a responsibility. Since he was faithful in doing something small, God will trust him to do something much larger. This is the way things work in the kingdom of God. We do not begin with big things, but with little things, and if we are faithful with them, God will give us bigger things to do. Do not complain about a smaller sphere of ministry, but be patient with obscure obedience, believing that a wider ministry will come if and when the time is right—even if it does not come until after the second coming. Eventually the reward for faithful service will be a greater opportunity to serve, which is what a servant wants more than anything else in the world. Our great reward will be a greater opportunity to glorify God by serving Jesus Christ. There will be work for us to do when his kingdom comes—vast enterprises of spiritual employment that will last for all eternity. 


  At the same time, this parable also teaches that the rewards of the kingdom are completely out of proportion to the work that we do. A man who managed a single mina ended up ruling ten cities! What he received was far more than he could ever imagine. In the same way, whatever rewards God may have for us when Jesus returns to rule his forever kingdom will be infinitely beyond our deserving. The Bible promises that when the King returns, everyone who trusts in him will reign with him in glory (2 Tim. 2:12; cf. Rev. 3:21), ruling over nations and kingdoms. Imagine that: someday, by the grace of God, you will sit with Jesus on the throne of the universe! 


  So let me ask again, in the expectation of eternity: What are you doing with what you have? King Jesus is watching to see whether we can be trusted to serve him. What we do with our time and our money—what we do with the gospel—has eternal significance. Why waste time thinking about earthly ambitions when God has greater glories in store? Hudson Taylor was right when he said, “A little thing is just a little thing, but faithfulness in a little thing is a great thing.”5 The truth of that statement will be confirmed in glory, when the little things that people do with the gospel will receive their great reward. 


  

  

 

THE WICKED SERVANT’S LOSS 

  There was one servant who failed to serve the king, and the parable is about him as much as anyone else: “Then another came, saying, ‘Lord, here is your mina, which I kept laid away in a handkerchief; for I was afraid of you’” (Luke 19:20). 


  What this servant did—or failed to do—was shocking. In complete defiance of the instructions he was given, the man wrapped his mina in a handkerchief, hid it under his mattress, and waited for his master to return. Rather than putting his money to good use, this unprofitable servant refused to use the gift that he was given. The other servants were more enterprising; if they had some money, they tried to get a little more. But this man was so afraid of what he might lose that he failed to work for what he could gain. 


  Many people do the same thing with the gifts that come from God. Rather than putting the gospel to good use, they are afraid to talk about their faith, afraid to give God more of their money than they think they can spare, afraid to do anything for Jesus that goes beyond their own abilities and therefore forces them to trust in the enabling power of the Holy Spirit. Holding back from the clear call of God like this is not humility; it is pride and rebellion and fear. 


  Notice that rather than owning up to his failure, the third servant tried to blame his master. “I was afraid of you,” he said, “because you are a severe man. You take what you did not deposit, and reap what you did not sow” (Luke 19:21). It wasn’t his fault for being afraid, in other words; it was the king’s fault for frightening him. Even if he made some money, the king would just take it away, so why bother? How could he be expected to work for someone who demanded something for nothing? 


  Once again, this is the same attitude that many people have towards God. They see him as a harsh taskmaster, who never gives but only takes, never donates but only demands. This is slander and blasphemy! The truth is that God has given us everything we have, including the very air that we breathe. Furthermore, through Jesus, God has offered himself for our sins. How can we ever say that God has done nothing for us? When we go to the cross, we see that he has done everything for us. Therefore, anything God demands is only a small return on what we have already received. 


  The servant’s misrepresentation of his master—like our own unworthy thoughts about God—is contradicted by the rest of the parable. The master was not stingy; he was generous. But just for the sake of argument, the man momentarily granted his servant’s premise: “He said to him, ‘I will condemn you with your own words, you wicked servant! You knew that I was a severe man, taking what I did not deposit and reaping what I did not sow? Why then did you not put my money in the bank, and at my coming I might have collected it with interest?’” (Luke 19:22–23). 


  Even on his own terms, the servant should have done better. “If the thought of reward failed to motivate him,” writes Richard Phillips, “the fear of retribution should have!”6 Besides, if what he said about his master was true, then at the very least he should have deposited his mina in the bank. Even if he was too afraid to put the money to good use himself, he should have given it to someone who knew what to do with it. 


  Do you see how wicked the man was? The word “wicked” may sound severe, but that is how Jesus described him. Really, what else would you call a servant who refused to obey his master’s command, slandered his master’s good name, and was so scared of making a mistake that he failed to do what he was supposed to do? According to Jesus, it is wickedness not to use what we have to serve our God. 


  

  

 

USE IT OR LOSE IT 

  Knowing how Jesus thinks about this may help us understand what happened to the third servant at the end of the parable. The newly crowned king “said to those who stood by, ‘Take the mina from him, and give it to the one who has the ten minas’” (Luke 19:24). All the man wanted to do was protect what he had, but because of his disobedience, even that was taken away from him. The rich get richer, while the poor get poorer. Or, to put it even more bluntly, “use it or lose it.” 


  Immediately, the other servants raised the obvious objection: “And they said to him, ‘Lord, he has ten minas!’” (Luke 19:25). In other words, that’s not fair! Why should someone who has so much get even more, while someone who has next to nothing loses what little he has? The king responded by saying, “I tell you that to everyone who has, more will be given, but from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away” (Luke 19:26). 


  This is a hard saying. Yet simply from the standpoint of good business, this was the obvious thing to do; anyone who had the king’s money would have done exactly the same thing. Which servant would make the best use of the mina in the handkerchief? Even to ask the question is to answer it. Money should be invested with someone who has proven that he knows how to make it grow, rather than risking it all on someone who by his own negligence is teetering on the verge of bankruptcy. 


  As a shrewd investor, Jesus takes the same approach to the work we do in ministry. He has entrusted us with the gospel, and now he wants us to be venture capitalists, spiritually speaking. If we handle his investment well, he will give us even more good work to do for the kingdom of God. The person who has, and uses it well, will get even more. But if we refuse to do anything for Jesus at all—well, what should he do with us and with what he has given to us? With Jesus, it is all or nothing. 


  Scholars have long wondered whether the third servant was saved, or whether he was lost forever. The story does not say. Maybe the wicked servant stands for someone who is in the church but does not actually have a saving relationship with Jesus Christ. J. C. Ryle thus describes him as a “professing Christian who is content with the idle possession of Christianity, and makes no effort to use it for his soul’s good, or the glory of God.”7 The man is “wicked,” after all, and he does lose the gospel, or at least the opportunity to use it for the King. He has no love for his master, and his service is so unfaithful that he has failed to bear any fruit. Is this man really a Christian, or is he merely someone who goes to church? David Gooding asks: “Could anyone who truly believes that Christ gave his life for him, ever turn round and tell the Lord that in asking him to work for him, the Lord was asking for something for nothing? And would any one who believes that Christ’s death has secured him forgiveness for all his sins, ever tell Christ that he was afraid to work for him in case he made a mistake?”8


  So perhaps the third servant is not a believer after all. However, Luke’s parable is different from the one in Matthew, where the worthless servant is thrown into “the outer darkness,” where there is “weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 25:30). Furthermore, there may be a distinction between the wicked servant in Luke and the citizens (traitors!) who rejected the king outright and met an even more terrible fate. “But as for these enemies of mine,” said the king, “who did not want me to reign over them, bring them here and slaughter them before me” (Luke 19:27). This clearly refers to the final judgment and the damnation of God’s enemies. On the day of his royal return, Jesus the King will destroy every traitor to his cause and every rebel against his kingdom. The Bible says that Jesus will be “revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might” (2 Thess. 1:7–9). 


  Since the wicked servant is not explicitly included with the king’s enemies, maybe he managed to escape their horrible fate. Maybe he represents instead a fearful believer who does almost nothing for God, but still has some faith in Jesus Christ and thus barely gets saved. Maybe he is like the person who “will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire” (1 Cor. 3:15). Yet his case seems far from hopeful, his salvation far from secure. Paralyzed by fear, and motivated only by his own selfpreservation, he never did anything courageous for the kingdom of God. In the end, he lost his reward, and perhaps with it his very salvation. 


  The question for us, of course, is what we are doing with what we have. The Master has been gone a long time, but one day soon he will come again, in royal triumph. Are you working hard for his kingdom? Are you making wise investments with your time and money that will strengthen your spiritual portfolio? What are you doing with the gospel? 


  As I ask myself these questions, I have to confess that I have done far too little for Jesus, especially when compared to how much he has done for me. People who are familiar with my preaching and writing sometimes say they are amazed at how much I have done, but it is very little, really. Maybe you have done more than I have; maybe you have done even less—or at least it seems like less to you. But whatever you have done with what you have, how could it ever be enough for Jesus? Even William Carey—the famous pioneer missionary to India—wrote his son a letter that said, “I am this day 58, but how little I have done for God.”9


  As I feel the guilt of my own failures and lost opportunities, I remember the gospel—the gospel that Jesus wants me to use. What that gospel tells me is that my acceptance before God is not based on who I am or what I have done, but on who Jesus is and what he has done. The Westminster Confession of Faith says it well: “The persons of believers being accepted through Christ, their good works also are accepted in Him.” It is not just my person that God accepts in Christ, but also my work, with all its failures. The Confession goes on to say that because God looks upon me in his Son, he is “pleased to accept and reward that which is sincere, although accompanied with many weaknesses and imperfections” (16.6). 


  Praise God! Because of the gospel, what we do with what we have is accepted in Jesus. He is not a harsh taskmaster, but a generous King, who loves to reward the servants who love him and seek to serve him, however small their service. That makes me want to do more for Jesus than ever. What about you? 
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 HAIL TO THE KING!

  
  Luke 19:28–40  


  As he was drawing near—already on the way down the Mount of Olives—the whole multitude of his disciples began to rejoice and praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty works that they had seen, saying, “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!” (Luke 19:37–38) 


  We were made to worship the King. Perhaps this explains the fascination that people have with the pageantry of royalty. When kings and queens go on parade, the world stops to watch their regal procession as it grandly passes by. 


  One summer I took a bus tour of Edinburgh on the very day that Queen Elizabeth II was scheduled to take up residence in the palace at Holyrood House. As the tour guide was outlining the day’s events, she suddenly said, “And there’s the Queen!” Immediately everyone ran to one side of the bus to see the royal motorcade and hopefully to catch a glimpse of the queen herself. Unfortunately, I never saw her, but it was still a great day to be in Scotland’s capital city: royalty was on parade. 


  Oh, to have been in Jerusalem on the day when the King of all kings rode into the holy city of God, with everyone shouting his praises! Luke tells us that when Jesus “had said these things, he went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem” (Luke 19:28). Ever since he had set his face towards Jerusalem at the end of chapter 9, Jesus had been moving in this direction. From what he had just taught in the parable of the ten minas, it was clear that there would be some sort of delay in the coming of the kingdom of God. Jesus was not in Jerusalem for his coronation; he was going up to the city to die. 


  Yet even before that cross, God gave a glimpse of the crown by showing what kingly honor Jesus deserved. His royal entrance into Jerusalem was a momentary triumph before an impending tragedy—a triumph that disclosed his true identity and invited people to acknowledge him as their King. Soon Jesus would suffer the humiliation of his crucifixion, but first God wanted people to see who he really was, and for a few moments at least to give him something like the majesty that he deserved. 


  As we watch the regal procession that Christians usually call Palm Sunday, we see the King claiming his property, displaying his humility, and receiving some of his glory. As we watch, we should ask ourselves this question: Am I ready to give King Jesus the wealth and the worship that he royally deserves? 


  

  

 

THE KING CLAIMS HIS PROPERTY 

  Luke begins his account of the triumphal approach (not his entry, quite yet) by relating a little incident that turns out to be essential to the unfolding drama. Jesus was only a couple of miles from Jerusalem, and there was something he needed to get before he entered the city: 


  When he drew near to Bethphage and Bethany, at the mount that is called Olivet, he sent two of the disciples, saying, “Go into the village in front of you, where on entering you will find a colt tied, on which no one has ever yet sat. Untie it and bring it here. If anyone asks you, ‘Why are you untying it?’ you shall say this: ‘The Lord has need of it.’” So those who were sent went away and found it just as he had told them. And as they were untying the colt, its owners said to them, “Why are you untying the colt?” And they said, “The Lord has need of it” (Luke 19:29–34). 


  


  Luke simply calls the animal a “colt,” but Matthew specifies that it was the colt of a donkey, tied up with its mother (Matt. 21:2). What readers often wonder is why the owners agreed to let someone take it away, as Jesus knew they would, with perfect foreknowledge. 


  At first it almost seems as if the disciples were guilty of rustling livestock. When the owners saw them untying the donkey, sure enough, they wanted to know what was going on. So they asked the obvious question: “What are you doing?” The answer they were given almost sounds like a password:1 “The Lord has need of it.” So perhaps Jesus had previously arranged to borrow the donkey. Or perhaps the owners recognized the disciples as followers of Jesus, for Jesus often visited this vicinity. At any rate, they certainly seemed to know who the Lord was, and they were ready to serve him. 


  What is perhaps more remarkable is that Jesus was asking for anything at all. Jesus hardly had any possessions to call his own—just the robe on his back and the sandals on his feet. Apparently he did not have any money either, because later when he wanted to make a point about God and Caesar, he had to borrow someone else’s coin to do it (see Luke 20:24). Jesus was also homeless, for as he once said, “the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20). 


  Not only did Jesus have nothing, but he also asked for nothing. In the Gospels we hardly ever see him claiming any property for himself. The whole purpose of his ministry was to let go of his divine privileges so that he could become our servant in salvation (see Phil. 2:1–8). Jesus was always giving things to others, never getting things for himself. Yet just this once, as he makes his final preparations to enter Jerusalem, orchestrating the events of Palm Sunday, Jesus says that he needs the donkey’s colt. 


  Understand that the donkey was rightfully his, simply by virtue of the fact that he made it in the first place. Jesus Christ is the Creator God. The Scripture says, “By him all things were created, in heaven and on earth . . . all things were created through him and for him” (Col. 1:16). So when the disciples untied the donkey and brought it to their Lord, they were bringing a creature that was made by Jesus and for Jesus. It was his donkey to begin with, to be used for his glory. 


  Therefore, from the very beginning of this famous day, we see what it means for Jesus to be the King of all kings. It means that he has the right to claim personal ownership of everything he has made. The psalmist praised God for owning “the cattle on a thousand hills” (Ps. 50:10). The same principle applies to everything else in the entire universe, from the donkeys tied to a thousand fence posts to the stars in a thousand galaxies. It is all the personal property of God the Son. 


  At the same time, we see how we ought to respond to his claim of ownership. When the owners of the donkey heard that Jesus needed their donkey, they let him have it immediately. They did not claim it as their own, but offered it for the service of their King. Knowing that their Lord had need of it was all they needed to know. 


  We should take the same attitude toward everything in life that we like to call our own—our money, our time, and all our possessions. If the Lord needs them, then they are his to use as he pleases. The words of Luke 19 can help us evaluate our stewardship. As we think about how we are going to spend our money, we should ask ourselves: “Does the Lord have need of this?” “Does he need it more for the kingdom of God than I do for my own well-being?” When we consider the vast needs of a world that is lost without the gospel, the answer will almost always be yes. The question is whether we are willing to let the King stake his claim to what we own, which is really his royal property to begin with. 


  

  

 

THE KING DISPLAYS HIS HUMILITY 

  The reason Jesus needed the donkey was to display his humility, in fulfillment of one of the ancient prophecies about his kingship. By riding into Jerusalem on a borrowed beast of burden, the King was making a public statement. Ordinarily, one would expect a king to come with pomp and circumstance—riding a stallion of war at the head of a mighty army, bringing wealth for his royal treasury. That is not the way King Jesus came, however. He came gentle, riding on a donkey, for he knew the words of the prophecy in Zechariah: “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is coming to you; righteous and having salvation is he, humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey” (Zech. 9:9; cf. Gen. 49:10–11). 


  This prophecy explains why Jesus sent his disciples to get a purebred donkey—specifically a colt that had never been ridden. He knew the ancient prophecy, which foretold that the king would come bringing salvation and riding on a donkey’s foal. Jesus needed the animal to serve as a prop in the drama of redemption. 


  As Jesus rode down the Mount of Olives, directly opposite the city of Jerusalem, he was presenting himself as the King. Earlier Luke had prophesied that Jesus would be the King (e.g., Luke 1:32), but now his royalty was in full view. He was riding the donkey of Israel’s kingship. The people of Jerusalem immediately recognized this royal symbol, as is clear from their shouts of acclamation: “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!” (Luke 19:38). When the people saw Jesus riding towards Jerusalem, they knew he was coming as their King. 


  What they did not understand was what kind of king he had come to be, although maybe the donkey should have given them a clue. This was not a political statement, as most of them thought; it was a spiritual statement. Jesus had not come to take control of the government. He had not come to overthrow the Romans through military might. No, Jesus was a new kind of king. He had come in meekness and gentleness to be the Messiah–King of peace. If people accepted him, he would receive their praise. But if they rejected him, he would do nothing to defend himself, even to the very point of death. 


  Jesus rides into our lives the same way today: with all gentleness and humility. He does not crush us with his superior might, but says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matt. 11:28–29). 


  If Jesus is the King of gentleness, then everyone who loves him should serve him with the same kind of humility. One scholar comments that Jesus could just as well have ridden into the city on a high horse. But the donkey “stands out as a deliberate rejection of this symbol of arrogant trust in human might, expressing subservience to the sovereignty of God. Jerusalem’s king is of humble mien, yet victorious, and so it has always been that the church does not effectively spread the gospel by sword or by arrogance, but by mirroring the humble spirit of its king and savior.”2 Rather than riding in to set everyone straight, we are more like Jesus when we come to people with our Savior’s gentleness and peace. 


  

  

 

THE KING RECEIVES HIS GLORY 

  After claiming his property and displaying his humility, the King received his glory (or at least some of it). This is where Luke’s emphasis falls: on the royal reception Jesus was given as he rode towards Jerusalem. 


  The first people to give him the glory were his own closest disciples. This detail is sometimes overlooked, but it sets the stage for everything that follows. After they untied the donkey, “they brought it to Jesus, and throwing their cloaks on the colt, they set Jesus on it” (Luke 19:35). Here was the first acknowledgment that Jesus was the King. Kings do not ride bareback; they sit in a royal saddle, riding a mount decorated with royal purple. If Jesus was the King, then he was too exalted to sit directly on the donkey. The dignity of his royal person demanded special honor; he needed a saddle fit for a king. In the absence of anything else they could find, the disciples stripped off their cloaks and covered the donkey’s back. 


  Then, in a touching display of intimate affection and private homage, they lifted Jesus up and set him on the donkey (Luke 19:35). Here was another exaltation—another demonstration of his kingly glory. The disciples wanted Jesus to receive the honor that he alone deserves. Like athletes who lift their coach up on their shoulders after winning a championship, they took Jesus and put him in the place of a king, setting him on the back of his royal mount. 


  The disciples were the first to give the King his glory, but soon others started to follow their example: “And as he rode along, they spread their cloaks on the road” (Luke 19:36). This illustrates what happens when we lift Jesus up and worship him as our King: other people start to join us in acknowledging his royal majesty. In this case, they paid their homage by throwing their outer garments (also palm branches—a detail mentioned in the other Gospels, but not in Luke) down on the road in front of him. This was the ancient way to welcome a king. It was a way of saying that Jesus was too worthy to ride on an ordinary road; he deserved a royal carpet. When people threw down their cloaks, they were saying, “King Jesus, you are so much greater than I am—so much more worthy of honor—that when your donkey walks all over my clothes it is not an insult to me, but my privilege.” 


  Suddenly and spontaneously, the crowds began to swell. First one person cast his coat before Jesus, then another person, and then another. The closer Jesus came to Jerusalem, the more people joined his parade. Luke tells us, “As he was drawing near—already on the way down the Mount of Olives—the whole multitude of his disciples began to rejoice and praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty works that they had seen” (Luke 19:37). 


  It was the start of the Passover feast, and the pilgrims were streaming into the holy city. As Jesus rode down the Mount of Olives into the Kidron Valley, and then up to Jerusalem, great throngs of worshipers were pressing towards the city gates. Expectations were running high, so they were excited already; but when they heard that the King was coming, the news supercharged the crowd like lightning. The atmosphere instantly became electric, the mood euphoric. 


  People love royal pageantry anyway, but this was the culmination of everything the disciples had been hoping for—the proof that Jesus was the Christ. They had seen him heal the sick, cure the blind, and raise the dead. They had heard him preach the good news of the kingdom of God, offering forgiveness through repentance. They had come to know him as the Messiah—the Christ—who had all the power of God. 


  Now, as Jesus rode his royal mile into the holy city, they could see even more clearly that he was the King, and they wanted everyone to make way for his royal procession. The shouts of praise that came to their lips were ancient songs reserved for the coming king: “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!” (Luke 19:38). 


  The disciples were echoing the words of the psalmist, who said, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD! We bless you from the house of the LORD” (Ps. 118:26). These words come from one of the “Psalms of Ascent” that the pilgrims sang every year on their way up to Jerusalem. Except on this occasion the disciples took those ancient words and made them more specific. They knew that Psalm 118 was a promise of the Messiah and that the Messiah was royalty. So they took what was implicit in the psalm and made it explicit. Rather than saying, “Blessed is he who comes,” they said, “Blessed is the King who comes.” Jesus was Christ the King! 


  Then the disciples lifted their “Hail to the king!” all the way to the courts of heaven. “Peace in heaven,” they said, “and glory in the highest!” (Luke 19:38). These familiar words echoed the birth narratives at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel, when the angels said, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom he is pleased!” (Luke 2:14). The King had come, and at his coming people gave glory to God. This is the very reason that we were made: to give glory to the Most High God in the name of Jesus Christ, our King. 


  What would you have done if you were there that day? Would you have joined the parade? Would you have said, “Hail to the King!” and thrown your clothes down in front of his royal donkey? Worship Jesus now, for he is just as worthy now—worthy to receive all praise. 


  

  

 

JOIN THE PARADE 

  Strangely enough, some of the people in Jerusalem refused to join the celebration. Those grumpy old Pharisees—who always manage to sound like the party poopers of the Gospels—did not believe that Jesus was the Christ, or that he deserved to be worshiped as the King. Therefore, they thought that what the people were doing was blasphemy: “And some of the Pharisees in the crowd said to him, ‘Teacher, rebuke your disciples’” (Luke 19:39). These men never did appreciate Jesus. Because of their jealousy, his popularity always aroused their hostility. Here they even tried to rain on his Palm Sunday parade by silencing his praise. This is the way some people are. Not only do they refuse to worship Jesus, but they wish that no one else would worship him either. If only Christians would curb their enthusiasm! 


  But the King will have his worship. When the Pharisees told him to turn down the volume, Jesus answered, “I tell you, if these were silent, the very stones would cry out” (Luke 19:40). By saying this, Jesus was claiming that he deserved the worship of the whole creation. Even if human beings stop singing his praises, he will still have the glory that he deserves. Jesus was riding down the Mount of Olives when he said this, and if necessary, every stone on that mountainside would join his choir. The very stones of the ground would open their mouths to declare their Maker’s praise. The Bible says that the creation “waits with eager longing” for the day of salvation, when it will be “set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Rom. 8:19, 21). Here Jesus gives us the sense that in that painful longing, the creation is almost bursting to sing its song. The rocks are ready at any moment to break their stony silence and shout for joy that Jesus is the King. 


  There are still some critical scholars who say that Jesus was just a man, that he never claimed to be divine. But what sense can they make of this passage? Here people were praising Jesus as their King. What happened when the Pharisees tried to stop them? Jesus did not say, “You know, you’re right: people really shouldn’t worship me.” On the contrary, Jesus refused to be acknowledged as anything except the King! In fact, he said that if people stopped worshiping him, then the whole universe would fill the silence with praise. Jesus could not and would not deny that this is what he truly deserved. Therefore, Palm Sunday is one of the clearest proofs that Jesus really claimed to be the Christ; it shows us for sure that he is our God and our King. 


  Will you give King Jesus the honor that he royally deserves? As amazing as it must have been to see his triumphant ride into Jerusalem, Jesus has even more glory now. After he was crucified for our sins, he was raised from the dead and then exalted to the right hand of God, where he sits on his royal throne. The King may not be on parade today, but even now he is receiving the homage he deserves from people all over the world—men and women and children who have been saved by his grace. We have as much opportunity to praise him as anyone. So give Jesus the honor he deserves: acknowledge his sovereign kingship by throwing your life down before him, asking him to govern everything you think and say and do. 


  One day Jesus will ride again in triumph. On the last of all days, he will come with the angels to gather his people into his royal train. What joy it will be to see the King enter his glory! I never did see the queen of England, but I live in the hope that one day I will see the King of all kings. 


  This is the theme of some of my favorite hymns—the ones that fill me with the greatest awe and give me the most goosebumps. They are hymns of exaltation in which Jesus is on parade and the veil of heaven is parted long enough for us to see his regal glory. For example, we catch a fleeting glimpse in the last stanza of “At the Name of Jesus” by Caroline Noel: 


  Brothers, this Lord Jesus shall return again,
 With his Father’s glory, with his angel train;
 For all wreaths of empire meet upon his brow,
 And our hearts confess him King of glory now.


  


  As we sing these words, we can almost see Jesus with all his angels, wearing the crowns of all nations. 


  Or consider the triumphant words of William Walsham How’s famous hymn “For All the Saints”: 


  But lo! there breaks a yet more glorious day;
 The saints triumphant rise in bright array;
 The King of glory passes on his way.
 Alleluia! Alleluia!


  


  We see Jesus again in a hymn by Thomas Kelly: 


  Look, ye saints, the sight is glorious:
 See the Man of Sorrows now;
 From the fight returned victorious,
 Ev’ry knee to him shall bow.
 Crown him! Crown him!
 Crowns become the Victor’s brow.


  


  Hark! those bursts of acclamation!
 Hark! those loud triumphant chords!
 Jesus takes the highest station;
 O what joy the sight affords!
 Crown him! Crown him!
 King of kings and Lord of lords.


  


  As glorious as it was to see Jesus on the first Palm Sunday, it will be infinitely more glorious to see him go up to take his eternal throne in the city of the new Jerusalem—the heavenly procession of God’s once and forever King. Everyone who trusts in Jesus for salvation will be part of the cheering crowd on that great day, straining to see the King. When you get your first glimpse of Jesus in that parade, your heart will leap to the praise that you were born to give, and you will shout, “Oh, the King, the King! It is Jesus, my King! Hallelujah! Hosanna! Hail to the King!” 
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 JESUS IN JERUSALEM

  Luke 19:41–20:8  


  And he was teaching daily in the temple. The chief priests and the scribes and the principal men of the people were seeking to destroy him, but they did not find anything they could do, for all the people were hanging on his words. (Luke 19:47–48) 


  For many decades a growing movement of Chinese Christians has had a burning passion to carry the gospel “back to Jerusalem.” These faithful men and women believe they have a calling from God to evangelize more than five thousand unreached people groups that live along the old Silk Road between China and Jerusalem—the ancient city where Christianity began with the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 


  One of the first men to have this vision was Uncle Simon Zhao, an evangelist who was imprisoned by the Communists for more than three decades. As Uncle Simon languished in jail, his dream of going back to Jerusalem almost died, but when he was finally released, his testimony inspired a new generation of Chinese Christians to complete the work that others had begun. Uncle Simon taught them to sing this missionary song: 


  Jerusalem is in my dreams;
 Jerusalem is in my tears.
 I looked for you and found you in the fire of the altar;
 I looked for you and found you in Jesus’ nail-scarred hands.


  


  Jesus came to destroy the chains of death;
 He came to open the path to glory!
 Let’s hurry to fulfill the promise of God!1


  


  Few Christians anywhere have anything like the life-or-death passion that our Chinese brothers and sisters have for reaching the lost and building the city of God. Their passion flows from the heart of Jesus himself—the Savior of love, who first went to Jerusalem to suffer and die, before rising again with life for the world. 


  

  

 

O JERUSALEM, JERUSALEM 

  With the triumphal entrance that Jesus made to Jerusalem on the first Palm Sunday, we have begun what many Christians call Passion Week—the passion of the Christ. The term “passion” comes from the Latin word for suffering (pati). So the expression “Passion Week” refers to the suffering that Jesus endured on his way to Calvary, culminating with the cross. The passion of the Christ is his death by crucifixion. 


  We also use the word “passion” to refer to any “ardent affection,” or to an “intense, driving, or overmastering feeling or conviction.”2 The week that Jesus died was a “passion week” in this sense as well, for if ever there was an ardent affection, it was the love that Jesus had for lost people in the city. And if ever there was an intense conviction, it was the zeal that Jesus had for the worship of God. 


  Jesus Christ was a man of perfect passion. He was not weepy or sentimental, but he did cry about the things that broke his loving heart. He was not moody or bad-tempered, but he was angry about hypocrisy and injustice. In the intensity of his emotions, we see the true and perfect humanity of Jesus Christ. Here, as Jesus enters Jerusalem, we see his love for God’s city and his zeal for God’s house. We also see how people responded to this passionate man, either by seeking to destroy him or by hanging on his every word. “Jesus went to Jerusalem,” writes Henri Nouwen, “to announce the Good News to the people of that city. And Jesus knew that he was going to put a choice before them: Will you be my disciple, or will you be my executioner? There is no middle ground here. Jesus went to Jerusalem to put people in a situation where they had to say yes or no.”3


  We first saw the love that Jesus had for the city back in chapter 13, when he said, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets. . . . You will not see me until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord’” (Luke 13:34–35). Now Jesus had come in the name of the Lord, to the praise of all the people: “And when he drew near and saw the city, he wept over it” (Luke 19:41). It seemed like a day of triumph for Jesus, but as he made his ascent to Jerusalem and the holy city came into view, he lifted a loud lament. His soul was grieving, even wailing for the rejection of his people and the judgment they would suffer for their sins. 


  Notice the dramatic contrast between what the people were saying and what Jesus was feeling. It was Palm Sunday, and Jesus was riding into Jerusalem on a donkey—a symbol of royal peace. People were singing his praises and calling him their king. Yet Jesus rightly perceived that they did not know who he really was, and so he wept. The people were cheering, but the King of Sorrows was crying: “Would that you, even you, had known on this day the things that make for peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes” (Luke 19:42). What some people still regard as a triumphal entry was, for Jesus, a tearful entry. 


  Not that Jesus was weeping for himself, of course, as if he were prone to self-pity. No, he was sobbing with compassion for lost sinners who could not or would not see who he was. He was coming to them with the peace of salvation, but they refused to have it. The “things that make for peace,” as Jesus called them, are faith and repentance—faith in Jesus such as the blind man had on the Jericho road, and repentance for sin such as Zacchaeus made when he climbed out of his sycamore tree. The things that make for peace are surrender and submission to the royal lordship of Jesus Christ. But the people could not see it. They were so close to Jesus that they could practically touch him, but they did not recognize his true identity as the suffering Savior. So Jesus wept. 


  Is anything sadder than someone who comes close to touching Jesus but never grabs hold of him by faith? It broke the Savior’s heart, especially because he knew how much they would suffer for rejecting his grace. This added to his sorrow. Jesus did not grieve for their rejection only, but also for the suffering it would bring. “For the days will come upon you,” he said, “when your enemies will set up a barricade around you and surround you and hem you in on every side and tear you down to the ground, you and your children within you. And they will not leave one stone upon another in you, because you did not know the time of your visitation” (Luke 19:43–44). 


  All of these words came true. With perfect foreknowledge, the Son of God was prophesying what would happen when Jerusalem was conquered by the Romans in A.D. 70. The city was surrounded as the general Titus set up giant siege works around its walls. The stones of the city were torn down, the temple was destroyed, and the streets ran red with the blood of women and children. Caesar wanted to make it impossible for anyone to believe that Jerusalem had ever been inhabited. To that end, Titus tore everything down except for three large towers. These he left standing to show how great the city had been and thus to prove the superior power of Rome. According to Josephus, the devastation was so complete that when the general saw it, he “threw his arms heavenward, uttered a groan, and called God to witness that this was not his doing.”4


  This all happened just the way that Jesus said it would, according to the justice of God. Since God is perfectly righteous and supremely worthy of our worship, we are always culpable for our failure to give him the full honor that he deserves. This is especially true when it comes to our relationship with Jesus Christ. Do we acknowledge him as the King of our world? Is this evident in the choices we are making about what we do with our bodies, how we spend our money, the way we treat our families, and what we do in our daily work? If we do not honor Christ as King, then we will be lost when the judgment comes, just like the people of Jerusalem. 


  How sad it is to know that some people get close enough to see Jesus but never trust him as their Savior, never receive him as their King, and never reach the joys of heaven. It is so sad that it made Jesus weep. Never imagine that God is unmoved by the sufferings of lost sinners; he has shown us his compassion in Christ. Indeed, Jesus still weeps for us, if we are still lost in our sins. He weeps for us as he wept for Jerusalem. Jesus knew that judgment was coming. As the Second Person of the Trinity, he had divinely ordained the destruction of Jerusalem as an act of his holy justice. Nevertheless, he wept to see the day, and his tears teach us to mourn for a world that is lost in sin. As we weep for the lost people we love, we may know that Jesus knows our sorrow. 


  When was the last time that you cried tears of concern for people who do not know Jesus—especially people who are lost in the city? J. C. Ryle said, “We know but little of true Christianity, if we do not feel a deep concern about the souls of unconverted people. A lazy indifference about the spiritual state of others, may doubtless save us much trouble. To care nothing whether our neighbors are going to heaven or hell, is no doubt the way of the world.” But this attitude, says Ryle, is “very unlike Christ.”5 To have the passion that Jesus had for people who are lost in their sins is to weep for their sorry condition and cry out for their salvation. 


  

  

 

HOUSE OF PRAYER 

  If Jesus Christ had a crying passion for the lost, he also had a consuming zeal for the worship of God. We see this as “he entered the temple and began to drive out those who sold, saying to them, ‘It is written, “My house shall be a house of prayer,” but you have made it a den of robbers’” (Luke 19:45–46). 


  This dramatic confrontation brings the story full circle. The Gospel of Luke began at the temple, with the angel appearing to Zechariah in the Holy Place and heralding the first good news of salvation. Jesus has been to the temple several times since: once in infancy for purification (Luke 2:22–38); once in adolescence to dialogue with the scribes (Luke 2:41–49); and once as a man to withstand the temptations of Satan (Luke 4:9–12).6 Now, at the end of his earthly ministry, Jesus has come to the temple in Jerusalem for the last time. His coming is the fulfillment of Malachi’s ancient prophecy: “And the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple” (Mal. 3:1). 


  In coming to the temple, Jesus was coming to a building of magnificent splendor—the crowning jewel of Jerusalem. King Herod had spent vast sums of money to renovate the temple complex. With its massive stones of dazzling white marble, it was one of the most beautiful buildings in the world. It was also a building of profound spiritual significance. The temple was the place of Israel’s pilgrimage, the center of Jewish religion, the dwelling place of God on earth. It was the place where God had promised to meet his people—the very house of God. 


  Yet the temple had also become a place of religious corruption. In going to the temple, therefore, Jesus was going to the source of Israel’s spiritual problems. What he found there made him extremely angry. Matthew tells us that Jesus threw chairs and overturned tables (Matt. 21:12). Mark adds that he “would not allow anyone to carry anything through the temple” (Mark 11:16). Luke’s account is somewhat more restrained. He simply says that Jesus “began to drive out those who sold” (Luke 19:45), but this too was an act of spiritual violence. The verb Luke uses for driving out (ekballō) is used elsewhere in the Gospels for casting out demons (e.g., Mark 1:34). Jesus was there to clean house. 


  What made Jesus so mad? Obviously, his outrage had something to do with buying and selling. It was almost Passover, and tens of thousands of pilgrims were thronging into the city. All of them needed unblemished animals to offer as sacrifices, and all of the men needed half-shekels to pay the temple tax in local currency. This required a good deal of buying and selling and money-changing. The exchange rates were high, and travelers were at the mercy of big city prices at a major tourist event. It was very big business, and it was all under the financial control of the high priest, whom the historian Josephus rather cynically called “the great procurer of money.”7


  Seeing all this buying and selling made Jesus angry. He hated to see his Father’s house turned into a marketplace—the commercialization of religion. Here is how David Gooding describes what had gone wrong at the temple: 


  Somebody, of course, had to sell the required sheep and birds to would-be worshippers; but these sales should have been left to secular trade, unassociated with the sacred precincts and activities of the temple. For the temple authorities not only to allow this trading to go on in the temple courts, but to profit unduly from the sales themselves was not only inappropriate, it was scandalous. Instead of being priestly intermediaries to help men find worship and be blessed by God, they had become middlemen, turning their priesthood into a commercial monopoly in order to make financial profit out of men’s quest for God. Thus they robbed men, for it is difficult to experience the grace of God and the free gift of his salvation through the services of men bent on making money out of one’s spiritual need. They also robbed God, treating his Word and sacraments as though they were the stock-intrade of their business, and treating God’s people not as God’s possession, to be developed for God’s enjoyment, but as a market to which they as the professionals had exclusive rights.8


  


  The same thing happens today whenever ministry is done for the money. It takes money to do certain kinds of ministry, of course, and there are godly ways to encourage the support of Christian work through financial giving. But Christ is not a commodity, and his gospel is not for sale. When we see Jesus on a T-shirt, therefore, or watch health and wealth teaching on television, or hear about churches turning into virtual shopping malls, we are witnessing an affront to the holiness of Christ. 


  Buying and selling are symptoms of a deeper problem in the heart. To see what that problem is, we need to consider carefully the two quotations that Jesus made from the Old Testament. He said, “It is written, ‘My house shall be a house of prayer,’ but you have made it a den of robbers” (Luke 19:46). 


  The first part of this quotation comes from the prophet Isaiah, who said, “my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples” (Isa. 56:7). The phrase “for all peoples” is important because this was the prophet’s main concern. Listen to Isaiah’s fuller prophecy: “And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, to minister to him, to love the name of the LORD, and to be his servants . . . these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer. . . . The Lord GOD, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, declares, ‘I will gather yet others to him besides those already gathered’” (Isa. 56:6–8). 


  This prophecy is about nothing less than the worldwide mission of the gospel. From the time that the temple was first built in Jerusalem, God had always intended that his house would be a house of prayer for the nations (see 1 Kings 8:41–43). This is why its outermost court was called “the Court of the Gentiles.” But who can pray in a supermarket? By buying and selling in the outer court, the money changers were effectively excluding Gentiles from the worship of God, and thus they were failing to fulfill their mission to the world. This is what made Jesus so angry. It was not simply what the people were doing—all the buying and selling; it was also what they were not doing: praying to God or reaching the lost. 


  The second part of the quotation is equally condemning. When Jesus said that God’s house had become “a den of robbers,” he was quoting from a famous sermon that Jeremiah preached at the very gates of the temple. Jeremiah said, “Has this house, which is called by my name, become a den of robbers?” (Jer. 7:11). That is exactly what the temple had become: a den of robbers. The people of Jeremiah’s day were robbing God by neglecting the poor, forsaking widows, and abandoning orphans. Yet in their hypocrisy they still came to worship as if they had done nothing wrong. In effect, the temple had become a safe house—a place for criminals to gather. 


  When Jesus saw people doing the same thing in his day, it made him angry, and rightly so. In all their buying and selling they were neglecting the poor and forgetting the true worship of God. The house of God was no longer a house of prayer; it had become a haunt for hypocrites who worshiped God neither in spirit nor in truth. 


  The angry entrance that Jesus made to the temple shows where his passion lies, and therefore where our own passions ought to lie. Jesus has a passion for the lost, for reaching people who are outside the community of faith. He has a passion for the poor, for remembering to show mercy to people that society has forgotten. He has a passion for justice, for standing against persons and systems who perpetrate evil. He has a passion for prayer, for worshiping God with the sincerity of a true heart. He has a passion for making the life of faith the main business of life. 


  What is your passion? Invite the lost into your life; do not let other activities (including your religious activities) crowd them out. Remember to do deeds of mercy; do not forget the poor. Engage actively in the life of private and corporate prayer; do not wander through life like a person without a God. Do not spend your energy buying and selling, but make the worship of the church the marketplace for your soul. The Bible says that your body is a temple for the Holy Spirit, where Jesus dwells by faith (see 1 Cor. 3:16). Be sure to make that inner temple a house for prayer, lest it should become a den of robbers that steals money from the poor and worship from God. 


  

  

 

BY WHOSE AUTHORITY? 

  We can only lament that some of the same sins which made Jesus so angry in Jerusalem are so common in the contemporary church. Rather than having a burden for the lost, a heart for the poor, and a soul for prayer, we are lazy in our evangelism, greedy in our materialism, and stingy with our prayers. But Jesus came to clean things up, and it is important to notice how he did it: by teaching the Word of God. Jesus did not simply drive people out of the temple, but claimed it for his pulpit and started preaching the kingdom of God. This was the last week of his life, and Luke tells us that Jesus “was teaching daily in the temple” (Luke 19:47). There in the house of God he was giving lost people the gospel, teaching them to show mercy and calling them to prayer—all things that were at the heart of his passion. 


  Sadly, some people refused to hear a word of it. Luke tells us, “The chief priests and the scribes and the principal men of the people were seeking to destroy him” (Luke 19:47). Of course they were! They were against everything that Jesus stood for. They were for making money, but he was for helping the poor. They were for the saved, but he was for the lost. They were for going to the house of God, but he was for worship and prayer. Even worse, from their perspective, Jesus was preaching his passions in the very temple which they had worked so hard to control. He was a threat to their entire livelihood, so they were determined to destroy him. 


  Luke tells us how they tried to do it: “One day, as Jesus was teaching the people in the temple and preaching the gospel, the chief priests and the scribes with the elders came up and said to him, ‘Tell us by what authority you do these things, or who it is that gave you this authority’” (Luke 20:1–2). When most teachers taught theology, they referred to other authorities—the rabbis of the past. But Jesus taught on the basis of his own authority, and the religious establishment resented this bitterly. What gave him the right to take over the temple like this and teach without their permission? What gave him the right to demand the gospel for the lost and the temple for prayer? 


  At its heart, this is a question that many people have about Jesus: What gives him the right? What gives him the right to tell me what to do with my money, or to demand my worship, or to tell me that he is the only way to eternal life? Tell us, Jesus, by what authority do you do these things? 


  When the religious leaders asked Jesus this question, they were trying to trap him on a charge of blasphemy. His entire ministry had been conducted on the basis of his own divine authority. Jesus never asked anyone’s permission to perform miracles or to preach the kingdom of God. He just did it! He was acting like God incarnate (which, of course, he was). Yet this is where the religious leaders thought that they could trap Jesus, because if Jesus was not truly God then he was guilty of blasphemy—a capital offense. If he acted as if he had the authority, but really didn’t, they could put him to death. 


  Jesus countered their envious, devious question with a question all his own: “He answered them, ‘I also will ask you a question. Now tell me, Was the baptism of John from heaven or from man?’” (Luke 20:3–4). This should have been a no-brainer. We met John the Baptist at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel. He was the forerunner to the Messiah (Luke 1:17)—a man sent from God (John 1:6) to prepare the way of the Lord. Therefore, John’s baptism was from heaven, as most people knew. 


  Most people, that is, except for the scribes and priests. They had rejected John’s ministry, refusing to be baptized (see Luke 7:30). So for them the question that Jesus raised was a real stumper—something they had to think about for a while: “And they discussed it with one another, saying, ‘If we say, “From heaven,” he will say, “Why did you not believe him?” But if we say, “From man,” all the people will stone us to death, for they are convinced that John was a prophet’” (Luke 20:5–6). 


  These poor men were caught on the horns of an awkward dilemma. They had been trying to trap Jesus, but now they themselves were trapped in a lose/lose situation. They did not believe that John’s baptism was heavensent, and if they said that they did, it would only make people wonder why they themselves were never baptized. Furthermore, John was the one who said that Jesus was the Christ. If his ministry was heavenly, then why didn’t they believe in Jesus? Saying that John’s baptism came from heaven was contrary to their whole position on Jesus. 


  On the other hand, they could not deny John’s baptism either, because if they did, the people would tear them apart. John was gone, but not forgotten, and the people who were thronging to Jesus were many of the same people who loved John the Baptist. The religious leaders had tried to discredit Jesus by questioning his authority, but now they were in danger of publicly discrediting themselves! 


  Too proud to admit that they had made a mistake, and too people-pleasing to take a stand for what they believed, there was nothing these men could say: “So they answered that they did not know where [John’s baptism] came from” (Luke 20:7). Then, having won a complete triumph over his accusers, Jesus said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things” (Luke 20:8). 


  Jesus was under absolutely no obligation whatsoever to answer a question that was designed to destroy him. But there was no doubt as to where his authority came from: He spoke with the invincible authority of almighty God. We may question Jesus as long as we like, asking him all the questions that trouble us in a fallen world—the questions we sometimes think that even God is hard pressed to answer—but we will never catch him at a disadvantage. The questions that really cannot be answered are the ones that Jesus has for us, if we refuse to believe that he is the Son of God, the King of heaven, and the Savior of the world. 


  Rather than questioning Jesus the way the religious leaders did, we should trust him with our very lives, now and forever. We should respond to him the way the rest of the people at the temple did. Luke tells us that “all the people were hanging on his words” (Luke 19:48). At first glance, this translation sounds as if it is taking liberties with the Greek text. Did Luke really say that people were “hanging on his words”? Yes, that is what Luke said. Literally, he said, “all the people hearing hung on him.” They were captivated by his passion for the lost, his passion for the nations, and his passion for God. Whatever Jesus had to say, they wanted to hear it. In colloquial English we say it like this: “They were hanging on his every word.” Or, if we take Luke even more literally, maybe he was saying that they were hanging on Jesus himself, holding on to him by faith, trusting him for their salvation. 


  What is your response to this passionate man? Let your heart be touched by the tender compassion he had for lost people in the city. Let your soul be moved by his zeal for the worship of God’s house. Let your spirit be captivated by his vision for reaching the whole world with the message of his grace. Surrender your mind to his supreme authority. Hang on to the words of Jesus Christ! Hang on to Jesus himself, especially in his death on the cross and resurrection from the grave. Then his passions will become your passions: a love for the lost that stretches from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth, a heart for prayer, and holy zeal for the glory of God. 
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 THE MURDER OF THE OWNER’S SON 

  Luke 20:9–18  


  “Then the owner of the vineyard said, ‘What shall I do? I will send my beloved son; perhaps they will respect him.’ But when the tenants saw him, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill him, so that the inheritance may be ours.’” (Luke 20:13–14) 


  Jesus of Nazareth is the greatest storyteller who ever lived—the prince of parables. None of his stories is longer than a page, and yet every last one of them is a perfect masterpiece. Jesus told stories about rocks and trees, sinners and saints, farmers and businessmen, fathers and sons. Every time he tells us a story, he inspires our imaginations and gives us a deeper understanding of the kingdom of God. 


  With every story he told, our Savior also took one step closer to the cross. Jesus was in Jerusalem now, the city where he came to die. Everything in the Gospel of Luke has been preparing us for this, from the prophecy that a sword would pierce his mother’s soul (Luke 2:35), right up to the tears of sorrow that Jesus shed on his way into the holy city (Luke 19:41–44). Ever since he said that he must be rejected and killed (Luke 9:22) and ever since he “set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Luke 9:51), we have known that this man was destined to die. 


  The Storyteller and the Suffering Servant are one. It seems only natural, therefore, for his last full parable in the Gospel of Luke to be about the death of a father’s only son. It was the last week of his life on earth, and Jesus told a gospel parable about the cross and the judgment to come. 


  

  

 

THE ALLEGORY OF THE VINE 

  The parable Jesus told is sometimes called “The Wicked Tenants,” but it is more accurate to call it “The Murder of the Owner’s Son.” Here is how Jesus told it: 


  A man planted a vineyard and let it out to tenants and went into another country for a long while. When the time came, he sent a servant to the tenants, so that they would give him some of the fruit of the vineyard. But the tenants beat him and sent him away empty-handed. And he sent another servant. But they also beat and treated him shamefully, and sent him away empty-handed. And he sent yet a third. This one also they wounded and cast out. (Luke 20:9–12) 


  


  Usually we need to be careful not to overinterpret the parables by finding spiritual meaning in every detail. This is the most allegorical of all the parables, however, and in it each of the main characters stands for someone. Rather obviously, the man who planted the vineyard stands for God. In effect, he is Israel’s landlord—the property owner who gave the Promised Land to the people of God. In the parable the owner is an absentee landlord; he has been gone for a very long time. He is also a long-suffering landlord. Despite the ill treatment that his servants received when they went to collect the rent, he patiently and mercifully gives them every opportunity to pay what they owe. This is the way God is: even when we fail again and again, he patiently invites our repentance and longs for our obedience. 


  If God is the landowner, then the vineyard must stand for the people of Israel (or perhaps, more accurately, Israel’s place of privilege as the people of God). This is a familiar image from the Old Testament. When Asaph praised God for Israel’s experience in the exodus, he said, “You brought a vine out of Egypt; you drove out the nations and planted it” (Ps. 80:8). But Israel was under attack in Asaph’s day, so the psalmist said, “Turn again, O God of hosts! Look down from heaven, and see; have regard for this vine, the stock that your right hand planted, and for the son whom you made strong for yourself ” (Ps. 80:14–15). We find the same imagery in the prophets. Jeremiah said that God planted Israel like “a choice vine” (Jer. 2:21). Hosea called it a “luxuriant vine” (Hos. 10:1). However, Ezekiel lamented that the vine had become withered and useless (Ezek. 15:1–6; 19:10–14), while Joel said it had been stripped bare by enemy nations (Joel 1:7). 


  Perhaps the most famous prophecy is the one from Isaiah. It is really a love song, and a lament—“The Song of the Vineyard.” The prophet begins by saying, “Let me sing for my beloved my love song concerning his vineyard: My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill” (Isa. 5:1). Isaiah goes on to describe all the hard work the owner had to do to start his vineyard. Yet it all ended in disappointment, because the only fruit it ever produced was wild grapes that were not suitable for wine-making, and in the end the vineyard had to be torn down. In case there is any doubt about what the vineyard represents, in the last stanza Isaiah says, “The vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are his pleasant planting” (Isa. 5:7). 


  The vineyard was a familiar national symbol. Whenever the Israelites encountered this imagery, they knew that it referred to their identity as a nation—much the way Americans identity with the bald eagle or Canadians identify with the maple leaf today. When Jesus started talking about a vineyard, people in Jerusalem knew that he was talking about them and their relationship to God. According to Kent Hughes, 


  The vineyard/Israel connection was so much a part of their national consciousness that the very temple in which Jesus was standing sported a richly carved grapevine, seventy cubits high, sculpted around the door that led from the porch to the Holy Place. The branches, tendrils, and leaves were of finest gold. The bunches of grapes hanging upon the golden limbs were costly jewels. Herod first placed the golden vine there, and rich and patriotic Jews would from time to time add to its embellishment. One contributed a new jeweled grape, another a leaf, and still another a cluster of the same precious materials. This vine had immense sacred meaning in the eyes of the Jews.1


  


  Who, then, are the tenants who hold the lease to the owner’s vineyard? Or to put the question another way: Who was responsible to care for the people of Israel so that they would bear good fruit for God and produce the wine of sweet obedience? When it is put that way, the answer is obvious: the tenants are the spiritual leaders of Israel. The very priests and scribes and elders who were challenging the authority of Jesus in the temple and trying to destroy him were responsible for the spiritual growth of God’s people. God had been away from them for a long time. While he was away, the leaders were supposed to cultivate the people by giving them good spiritual care—feeding them, pruning them, and protecting them. They were supposed to love the people of God the way a winemaker loves his vineyard. This would be for their blessing and God’s glory. 


  Yet the tenants were abusing their authority, and the parable was designed to show this. Several years had passed—enough time for the vines to start producing good grapes. The landowner was ready to drink his share of the profits, which in those days would have been paid in kind. So he sent his servants to collect the latest vintage. But the tenants refused to make the proper payment. Not only did they keep the wine all to themselves, but they abused every last one of the owner’s servants. 


  According to the terms of this allegory, the servants represent the prophets whom God had repeatedly sent to his people (see Jer. 25:4). In the Old Testament, God frequently calls his prophetic messengers “my servants the prophets” (e.g., Zech. 1:6). When he sent Isaiah, Jeremiah, and the rest of his prophets to Israel, it was as if he was sending them out into his vineyard. All through the Old Testament we hear the prophets calling God’s people to faith, telling them to bear good fruit, and warning them that if they did not repent, they would perish. 


  What did these men get for all their troubles? Nothing except rejection, persecution, and abuse, mainly from the tenants of God’s vineyard! As God said through the prophet Jeremiah, “I have persistently sent all my servants the prophets to them, day after day. Yet they did not listen to me” (Jer. 7:25–26; cf. 29:19). Most of the prophets were ill-treated, and many of them came to a violent end. Elijah was hated by the queen and had to run for his life (1 Kings 19:1–5). Jeremiah was ridiculed and rejected before being thrown into a pit and left for dead (Jer. 38:1–6). Zechariah was murdered in the precincts of the temple (2 Chron. 24:20–22). John the Baptist was beheaded (Mark 6:14–29). Shortly before his own martyrdom, Stephen summarized it all by saying, “Which of the prophets did not your fathers persecute? And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One” (Acts 7:52; cf. Neh. 9:26). 


  Each of the people we meet in the parable teaches us something about living for God. The long-suffering landowner stands for God and teaches us how patient God is in waiting for us to repent. The planted vineyard stands for God’s people and teaches us that God wants us to bear good spiritual fruit. The wicked tenants stand for Israel’s spiritual leaders and teach us what kind of leadership God loves: leadership that worships God’s lordship, honors God’s Word, and recognizes that God’s people are not there for their own benefit, but for the greater glory of God. The suffering servants represent the prophets, and they teach us to expect hostility to the gospel and persecution for preaching in the name of Christ. 


  

  

 

THE SENDING OF THE BELOVED SON 

  All of these lessons are valuable to learn, but they are not the heart of the parable. No, the heart of the parable is the sending of the owner’s son, and his murder at the hands of evil men. “What shall I do?” the owner said. “I will send my beloved son” (Luke 20:13). 


  As soon as we hear these words, we know that we are standing on the holy ground at the heart of the universe. The beloved or only beloved son is a precious person in the story of salvation. We first meet him in the story of Abraham, when God called that famous patriarch to make the costliest of all sacrifices. God said to Abraham, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love . . . and offer him . . . as a burnt offering” (Gen. 22:2). God was telling Abraham to sacrifice his beloved son. 


  This was part of God’s preparation for the coming of Christ. He too is a beloved son. He is the Beloved Son—the only Son of the loving Father. Luke has shown this already. He showed it at the baptism of Jesus, when “a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my beloved Son’” (Luke 3:22). Or again, when Jesus went up the mount of transfiguration, “a voice came out of the cloud, saying, ‘This is my Son!’” (Luke 9:35). 


  Do you see what Jesus is doing? He is telling us a story about himself! If the parable is about a beloved son, then the parable must be about him, because he is the most beloved of all sons. It is as if Jesus cannot tell a parable about himself as the Son without telling us that he is the Beloved Son. Once we see that the parable is about a beloved son, our hearts are drawn both to the Son and to the Father who loves him. 


  Some skeptical scholars doubt whether Jesus ever knew his own divine identity, just as the scribes and elders of his own day doubted whether he had any divine authority. But here we see that Jesus knew exactly who he was: he was and always will be the Father’s beloved Son. Therefore, when he told this parable about the sending of a beloved son, he was bearing witness to the love he shared with the Father from all eternity. From eternity past to eternity future, the Father is always loving and loving the Son. If you want to know for sure who Jesus is, know this: he is the Beloved Son of the Father. 


  The beloved son in the parable was not simply loved with his father’s love, but he was also sent on the father’s mission. Out of the love of his loving heart, the father sent his beloved son. “What shall I do?” he asked. Then came the costly answer: “I will send my beloved son; perhaps they will respect him” (Luke 20:13). 


  This was the last resort. Still hopeful that his tenants would acknowledge his authority and accept their responsibility, the owner sent his only son. Immediately we want to tell him that he is making a huge mistake. Even before we hear the rest of the story, we know that the wicked tenants will not respect the man’s son any more than they respected his servants. “No!” we want to shout. “Don’t send them your beloved son! Don’t you know that they will kill him?” 


  This is exactly what they did, of course: “But when the tenants saw him, they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir. Let us kill him, so that the inheritance may be ours.’ And they threw him out of the vineyard and killed him” (Luke 20:14–15). After such a long absence, the tenants assumed that the owner must be dead and thus they seized the opportunity to claim the vineyard for themselves. Knowing that the son was the son, they nevertheless refused to acknowledge his rightful claim to the vineyard. Instead, in their foolish wickedness, they took him out and killed him. 


  This story is much more than a parable; it is really a “prophetic autobiography.”2 The storyteller is telling the story of himself. Jesus knew who he was: he was the last in a long line of prophets, and more than that, he was the Son of God. This is why he had the authority to say the things he said and do the things he did. As it says in the book of Hebrews, “Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb. 1:1–2). 


  Jesus also knew what he was doing. He knew that in sending the Son, the Father was sending him to die. That is why there is such an air of inevitability about the entire story. Jesus knew exactly what would happen to him at the hands of evil men. Already the religious leaders at the temple had rejected him, denying his divine authority and refusing to acknowledge that he came from the Father. Now they were plotting to destroy him, and that very week they would conspire to commit his murder. Having persecuted the prophets, they would slaughter the Beloved Son. 


  How wicked it all was, and how foolish! God is the owner of all creation. What could possibly be gained by murdering his Beloved Son? People ought to have given him all their worship and all their service. After all, as the Father’s Son he had a right to the good spiritual fruit of God’s vineyard; it belonged to him.3 Instead, they “rebelled against God’s lawful authority, refused to give Him His rightful dues, rejected the counsel of His prophets, and at length crucified His only-begotten Son.”4 It was a brutal, horrible crime. It was the worst thing that anyone has ever done: the murder of God’s infinitely perfect Son. 


  Nevertheless, this was all part of God’s plan. If we were to ask the Father, “Don’t you know what they will do to your Beloved Son?” he would answer by saying, “Yes, I know what they will do to my Beloved Son. But don’t you know that is why I have sent him into the world?” Both the Father and the Son knew exactly what would happen. The Father was sending the Son to suffer and to die. This was the main business of his life. Jesus said that the Son of Man must be “lifted up”—lifted up to die on the cross—so that “whoever believes in him may have eternal life. For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:15–16). 


  The question is: Do you believe in Jesus, or not? The Father has sent his Only Beloved Son. If you believe in him, you will be saved forever. He comes to you in love, offering his life for your sins. Yet some people refuse to acknowledge his authority. They prefer to work their own religion, worshiping the God of their own understanding. Or they like to think that God the Owner is dead, and that if somehow they can get rid of Jesus the Son, they can have life all to themselves. This is the choice that everyone has to make: Do you believe in Jesus, or not? “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God” (John 3:18). 


  

  

 

THE END OF THE STORY 

  What will happen to people who do not believe in the Son of God? What will the consequences be? That is the question that Jesus himself asks at the end of this parable: “What then will the owner of the vineyard do to them?” (Luke 20:15). 


  Well, what should the owner do? The tenants have murdered his beloved son. What then does justice require? Jesus said, “He will come and destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to others” (Luke 20:16). People do not always like the way that God deals with sinners, but we can hardly argue with him on the basis of justice. These men murdered the owner’s beloved son. They no longer deserved to work in his vineyard; they deserved to die. 


  Remember that this story was really an allegory. The people in the story stand for something in real life. When Jesus said that the vineyard would be taken away and given to others, he was really saying that Israel’s priests and scribes—the men who were challenging his authority and planning his murder—would no longer lead the people of God. Spiritual leadership would be transferred to the apostles of the church, as the gospel went out to the Gentiles as well as the Jews. As David Gooding explains: “God’s spiritual interests in the earth and the care of people who believed in and served the true God of Israel would pass out of the hands of Judaism’s priesthood and eventually to a large extent out of Israel’s hands altogether.”5


  The people who were there knew exactly what Jesus was saying, and they could not believe it. Luke tells us that “when they heard this, they said, ‘Surely not!’” (Luke 20:16). Surely God would never take the vineyard away from the Jews and give it to the Gentiles. It was completely unthinkable. Remember, these religious leaders had so little spiritual concern for people outside of Israel that they had turned the Court of the Gentiles into a grand bazaar. So perhaps it is not surprising that what made them angry was not the death of the beloved son, but the warning that they would lose their place of spiritual leadership. These men were not concerned with the person and work of Jesus Christ, but only with the importance of their own position in the religious community. This attitude is always deadly in ministry. As soon as we become more concerned about our own reputation than about the honor of Jesus Christ, we no longer deserve our place of spiritual leadership in the church and ought to be replaced. 


  To confirm what he was saying, Jesus quoted from the Scriptures. The people were all saying “Surely not!” But Jesus “looked directly at them and said, ‘What then is this that is written: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone”? Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces, and when it falls on anyone, it will crush him’” (Luke 20:17–20). 


  This hard saying is one of the most important things that Jesus ever said. The Old Testament quotation he used was essential to his own understanding of his saving work. It comes from Psalm 118—the very psalm that people were singing when Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey. They said, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the LORD!” (Ps. 118:26; cf. Luke 19:38). The part of the psalm that Jesus quoted came just a few verses earlier: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone” (Ps. 118:22). 


  In its original context, this statement refers to an unusual incident that occurred during the building of Solomon’s temple. The great stones for the temple were cut at the quarry and then chiseled into the right shape before being transported to Jerusalem, where they were slid into place (see 1 Kings 5:15–18). Apparently one large stone turned out to be the wrong size and shape, so when it arrived at the building site, the workmen had to set it aside. It was the stone that the builders rejected. But to everyone’s surprise, that unwanted stone later turned out to be exactly the right size and shape to serve as the cornerstone, or perhaps the capstone—the keystone at the corner that squared the building.6


  The psalmist used this stone as a metaphor for the nation of Israel. Like the cornerstone, the people of God were rejected by the nations and taken into captivity. But later God rescued them, reestablishing them in Jerusalem, rebuilding the temple, and restoring them to their place of honor. So they praised God by singing, “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone” (Ps. 118:22). 


  Jesus knew that the prophecy in this verse was fulfilled in his coming as the Messiah. He himself was the stone that the builders rejected. This is what the religious leaders were doing when they tried to destroy him: they were rejecting the cornerstone of salvation. This is also what the parable was about. The wicked tenants who killed the owner’s son were like the builders who rejected the chosen stone: they were acting against the Beloved Son. Thus the words of Psalm 118 were coming true, and Jesus knew it. The rejected stone was about to become the murdered son. 


  That is not the end of the story, however. The very stone that once was rejected was about to become the cornerstone. Jesus knew the whole prophecy and quoted it in full because it was a promise of the gospel. The Son would be rejected unto death, but he would not be rejected forever; the Father would raise him up again. Thus the stone that was rejected at the cross would become the cornerstone of resurrection life. At the end of the parable that he told about his death, Jesus gave at least a hint that he would come back from the grave. 


  

  

 

THE STUMBLING STONE 

  This brings us back to the same question that we asked before: Do you believe in Jesus, or not? The Bible says, “Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious, and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame” (1 Peter 2:6; cf. Isa. 28:16). Do you believe that Jesus Christ is the cornerstone of salvation? Do you believe that his rejection is your salvation—that he died on the cross for your sins? Do you believe that his resurrection is your life—that he rose again so that you could live forever? 


  If not, you need to know that you will be crushed under the heavy stone of God’s wrath against your sin. Listen again to the warning that Jesus gave: “Everyone who falls on that stone will be broken to pieces, and when it falls on anyone, it will crush him” (Luke 20:18). 


  Better than anyone else, Jesus knew what would happen to people who reject him. The truth is that many people get tripped up when they encounter Jesus. This image is common in the New Testament: Jesus Christ is the stone that people stumble over (see Luke 2:34; Rom. 9:32; 1 Peter 2:8). It is an image that comes out of the Old Testament. The prophet Isaiah said that the Lord himself would become “a stone of offense and a rock of stumbling” for Israel. “Many shall stumble on it,” the prophet said; “they shall fall and be broken” (Isa. 8:14–15). This prophecy referred especially to the Jewish people (see 1 Cor. 1:23), many of whom still think that Jesus is only for Gentiles, that he has little or nothing to do with God’s plans for the chosen people of Israel. But this prophecy is also for Gentiles, many of whom refuse to believe that Jesus Christ is the only way to God. The prophet Daniel said that a mighty stone would come and break the godless nations into pieces (Dan. 2:44–45). 


  What a crushing mistake it is not to believe in Jesus. Jesus said that people who trip over him will be “broken to pieces.” This seems to refer to something that happens in this life. If we refuse to accept Jesus as the Beloved Son of God, eventually life falls apart. But something much worse will happen at the final judgment: Jesus Christ will crush us completely. Here is how Norval Geldenhuys explained this verse: 


  As a blind man who stumbles and falls over a stone and injures himself against it, so those who through their unbelief and falseness of heart are spiritually blind will find Jesus, as it were, a stumbling-block in their path and so in a spiritual sense they will fall and come to grief. Even in the ordinary course of life this will happen to those who do not believe in Jesus. But whosoever persists in the state of unbelief until the time of grace is expired will be completely crushed by the judgment of God, carried out by the Son—and be pulverized like one on whom a tremendous rock crashes down.7


  


  Jesus said it himself: he is the precious stone that God has chosen to be the cornerstone of the church. But if we trip over him, he will fall on us with crushing force. This is why Jesus was weeping when he rode into Jerusalem. He knew what would happen to people who rejected him as the Only Beloved Son. This is also why he spoke so plainly about the final judgment. Jesus wanted everyone to know that he is the Beloved Son of God, the precious stone of salvation, and also the crushing stone of judgment. 


  Do not stumble over the stone of salvation, and do not fall under the judgment of God, but believe in his Beloved Son. The God of all grace “is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before the presence of his glory with great joy.” So “to the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen” (Jude 24–25). 
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 GOD AND CAESAR

  Luke 20:19–26
  


  He said to them, “Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” (Luke 20:25) 


  If you want to start a good argument, start talking about religion, or politics—either one. But if you want to start a war, then bring your religion into your politics. 


  Few things seem to cause more difficulty than an unholy alliance between political power and religious faith. This is as true of Christianity as it is of any other religion. Think of the Crusades, or the Inquisition, or apartheid. Or think of the way Christianity was used to defend slavery. Then consider all the trouble we have doing evangelism today because when people hear about Christianity, they immediately associate it with a particular political perspective. In America, the close identification between the evangelical church and conservative politics makes it more difficult for many secular people to give a fair hearing to the gospel. Then when we go abroad, where America is typically regarded as a Christian country, we find that people’s attitudes about Christianity are deeply affected by their opinion of U.S. foreign policy—often to the detriment of the missionary work of the gospel. 


  My point is not to advocate this or that political philosophy, but simply to say that it is hard to get religion and politics right, and that when we get them wrong—as people often do, including Christians—it causes no end of trouble. 


  

  

 

A REAL DILEMMA? 

  If we want to understand the true relationship between politics and religion, probably the best place to start is with one of the most famous things Jesus ever said: “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Luke 20:25). Even the infamous Jesus Seminar of the 1990s, which tried to cast doubt on almost everything our Lord ever said, agreed that these were the true words of Jesus. Somehow it is not surprising that one of the few sayings they accepted had to do with politics, which many people seem to think is the most important thing in the world! 


  As always, it is important to understand the context for what Jesus said. It was the last week of his life, and the tension was mounting. The religious leaders in Jerusalem were trying to destroy Jesus, but they could not find a way to do it because people were hanging on his every word (Luke 19:48). First they tried to trap him by asking him if he had a license to preach and perform miracles at the temple, but Jesus gave such a brilliant answer that they were trapped themselves (Luke 20:1–8). Next Jesus told them the story of the owner’s son, which made them angrier than ever: “The scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands on him at that very hour, for they perceived that he had told this parable against them, but they feared the people” (Luke 20:19). 


  Jesus was prophesying that the religious leaders would put him to death and then lose their position of spiritual authority. When the priests and scribes heard this, they wanted to kill him. It was almost as if they were deliberately trying to fulfill his prophecy, for their murderous intentions proved the truth of what he was saying. The more people listened to Jesus, the more their control was slipping away. The frustrating thing for them was that there was nothing they could do about it! Jesus was much too popular for them to be able to get rid of him. Therefore, they had the most dangerous of all angers—an “impotent rage.”1


  Then one of them had a cunning idea, and one of the best parts about it was that they could get someone else to do their dirty work for them: “So they watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere, that they might catch him in something he said, so as to deliver him up to the authority and jurisdiction of the governor” (Luke 20:20). 


  Here it is important to remember that the Jewish leaders did not have the authority to execute the death penalty. That right was reserved for the Romans. But maybe there was a way they could get Jesus in trouble with the Roman government. So his enemies seized upon a question that related to public policy. If they could not trap him in religion, maybe they could get him with politics: “So they asked him, ‘Teacher, we know that you speak and teach rightly, and show no partiality, but truly teach the way of God. Is it lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?’” (Luke 20:21–22). 


  What these men said in setting up their question was all true. Jesus did speak and teach rightly, without showing any partiality. But coming from the lips of such dishonest men, these flattering words were so disgusting they were almost obscene. These pretentious hypocrites were like the wicked man that King David condemned in Psalm 55:21: “His speech was smooth as butter, yet war was in his heart; his words were softer than oil, yet they were drawn swords.” 


  The question itself was designed to discredit Jesus by catching him on the horns of a dilemma. Earlier Jesus had trapped these men by asking whether the baptism of John was from earth or heaven (see Luke 20:4), and now they were trying to beat him at his own game. Was it or was it not lawful to pay tribute to Caesar? 


  This was an explosive question in those days (we are talking about politics in the Middle East, remember), and the answer one gave was potentially fatal. The tribute was the basic Roman tax imposed on every Jewish citizen—the price one paid for the privilege of living and working in the Roman Empire. The tax was highly unpopular, as most taxes are. This was not just for economic reasons, but also for political and religious reasons, for the Roman tax amounted to a payment that Israelites paid for living on their own land. Thus some zealous Israelites considered the payment of the tribute to be a sin because the Romans were robbing money that rightly belonged to God.2 That is why, on occasion, the imposition of the tribute had stirred up violent uprisings in Israel. 


  If Jesus told people to go ahead and pay the tax, many Jews would consider him a traitor to the cause of his people. Remember, they were expecting the Messiah to liberate them from their oppressors, not keep them under Roman rule. If Jesus told people not to resist the empire, the masses would turn against him, he would lose his popular following, and that would be the end of his influence—or so his enemies hoped. 


  If Jesus told people not to pay the tax, however—as the leaders probably hoped—he would be guilty of subverting the Roman government. Then they would be able to haul him before the governor and accuse him of being an insurrectionist. In fact, this is exactly the strategy they later tried, when they accused Jesus (falsely) of forbidding people to pay tribute to Caesar (see Luke 23:2). If there was one thing the Romans refused to tolerate, it was any kind of rebellion. A man who told people not to pay their taxes would be swiftly arrested and summarily punished. 


  These men must have thought they finally had Jesus right where they wanted him. He seemed to be caught on the horns of a real dilemma. If he told people to pay their taxes, he was finished as a popular hero; if he told them not to, he was a dead man. 


  

  

 

Q & A 

  There was one flaw in their reasoning, however, and seeing it will help us understand the answer that Jesus gave. When these crafty men said, “Is it lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?” they were asking a yes or no question: either the tax was lawful or it wasn’t. But this assumed that things belonged either to Caesar or to God, but not in some way to both. In effect, by demanding a simple, categorical answer, these men were insisting on a total separation between religion and politics. Some things are for Caesar and some things are for God. “So tell us, Jesus, do our taxes belong to the government, or do they belong to God instead?” 


  If these men thought they could trap Jesus with this kind of trick, they were badly mistaken. Luke tells us “he perceived their craftiness” (Luke 20:23)—a word used elsewhere in the New Testament for the diabolical stratagems of Satan (see 2 Cor. 11:3). Jesus said, “Show me a denarius.” Presumably there was a dramatic pause, as someone produced a coin. Then he said, “Whose likeness and inscription does it have?” “Caesar’s,” they had to admit (Luke 20:24). 


  Jesus had done it again, countering a question with another question. Obviously the likeness on the coin was Caesar’s likeness, and the inscription was Caesar’s inscription. It read (in abbreviated form) “Tiberius Caesar, son of the divine Augustus, Augustus.”3 Therefore, the coin was Caesar’s coin. As a practical matter, whether they wanted to pay any tribute to Caesar or not, as citizens of his empire they were using the coin of his realm. Their money proved that they were part of the Roman economy, and thus that Caesar had a claim on their economic lives. 


  Then Jesus gave his dramatic response to their diabolical question: “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Luke 20:25). Once again, his enemies were silenced as he slipped through the horns of their dilemma. People could hardly object to giving Caesar what was rightfully his (not the worship he tried to claim by using a divine title, but the coin of his realm). After all, his face was on the very coins in their pockets! Nor could they object to giving God what belonged to God, because they claimed to be his servants. 


  By acknowledging both of these duties, Jesus won another victory over his enemies in the ongoing conflict that would lead him to the cross, and they knew it. Luke ends his account by saying, “they were not able in the presence of the people to catch him in what he said, but marveling at his answer they became silent” (Luke 20:26). 


  

  

 

THE THINGS THAT ARE CAESAR’S 

  The answer Jesus gave is the most important and influential statement that anyone has ever made on the subject of religion and politics: “What is Caesar’s belongs to Caesar, and what is God’s belongs to God.” Yet this still leaves us with two obvious and overarching questions: Which things belong to Caesar, and which things belong to God? 


  To get the practical benefit of what Jesus said, we need to begin by recognizing that some things really do belong to Caesar. When Jesus tells us to give the government what it deserves, this assumes that the government has legitimate prerogatives. Jesus did not come to overthrow the empire and set up an alternative state, presumably a Christian one. Instead, he acknowledged that even Caesar has his proper place of earthly authority, his appropriate sphere of political influence. Caesar has this authority because it is given to him by God. “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities,” the Bible says. “For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God” (Rom. 13:1). Though not unlimited, the authority of human government is legitimate. 


  As we acknowledge the divine authority of human government, there are at least four things God wants us to “render unto Caesar.” The first is paying our taxes. This is the most obvious and immediate application of what Jesus was saying. People were asking whether it was lawful to pay tribute to Caesar. Not only was it lawful, but according to Jesus it was absolutely required: “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.” Norval Geldenhuys comments: 


  In this reply there is no evasion of the question put to Him but a clear and straightforward declaration that they must pay Caesar tribute and everything due to him as their ruler. Under God’s providence the course of history has been so arranged that they have been brought under Roman domination, and through their free use of Caesar’s coins they have shown that they acknowledge Caesar as their earthly ruler, and therefore they are under the obligation to pay to Caesar what is due to him.4


  


  What makes this so extraordinary is that Jesus was talking about the Roman Empire, which of all governments was cruel in its oppression, even persecuting the people of God. Nevertheless, Jesus wanted his disciples to pay what they owed. The apostle Paul said the same thing, only he said it when Nero was the emperor and things were even worse for the people of God: “Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed” (Rom. 13:7). We too have a duty to pay taxes to our government, no matter how wisely or unwisely we think some of our money will be spent. Paying the full amount of our federal income tax and other taxes is an act of obedience to Jesus Christ. 


  In Philadelphia this includes the special privilege of paying the heavy wage tax imposed on everyone who lives or works in the city, at a rate of more than five percent. Some years ago I discovered to my dismay that this wage tax was due even on money earned out of state. But when I found this out, it was my duty to walk over to the Municipal Building and figure out what I owed in back taxes and penalties. Later, when I discovered that the nine dollars I received for jury duty was taxable income, then that too needed to go on my return. Even taxes can be for the glory of God, if we render them unto Caesar out of obedience to Christ. 


  The second way we render unto Caesar is by praying for our leaders. Jesus may or may not have had this specifically in mind, but it is an important part of the New Testament teaching on politics and religion. Christians are people who pray for God to bless their government. 


  Praying for the government is an important part of public worship. The apostle Paul urged Timothy “that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all people, for kings and all who are in high positions.” Then he went on to say, “This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior” (1 Tim. 2:1–3). It is also an important part of our private intercession. Pray for the president, asking God to give him wisdom to lead our country. Pray for Congress, asking God to give our senators and representatives integrity in their political office. Pray for the members of the Supreme Court, asking God to make them agents of justice. Pray for the governor and all the other state officials. Pray for local authorities at every level of civic government. As the people of God, the one thing that we alone can do for our country is to pray. 


  Then we render unto Caesar by practicing civil obedience. This is a third thing we owe the government as part of our service to Christ: submission to the law of our land. In the words of the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, “The Gospel does not introduce any new laws about the civil estate, but commands us to obey the existing laws, whether they were formulated by the heathen or by others, and in this obedience to practice love” (Article 16). Of course, there are some exceptions to this. We are not obligated to do anything immoral, or anything that directly conflicts with the revealed will of God. Nor can we ever give up our duty to share the gospel, whatever the government may say. Thus there may be times when, as a matter of conscience, we have to say what Peter and John said to the Sanhedrin: “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). 


  Even under such extraordinary circumstances, however, we must be ready to suffer the penalty of the law with quiet submission. In every other situation we owe Caesar our willing obedience, even when we may not agree with what the government is doing. J. C. Ryle said, “So long as we have liberty to worship God in Christ, according to our conscience, and to serve Him in the way of His commandments, we may safely submit to many requirements of the state, which in our own private opinion we do not thoroughly approve.”5


  The last thing we render unto Caesar is participation in public life. We are citizens of an earthly government, and from time to time we will be called to serve our fellow citizens. In a democratic society this includes taking seriously our responsibility to vote, in keeping with biblical principles and our own conscience before God. Some Christians are called to serve God in the military. There are examples of this in the New Testament, like Cornelius, who was a centurion in the Roman army (see Acts 10). Jesus and the apostles did not tell such men to leave the army, but to do their work in a way that brought honor to his name. Other Christians are called to hold public office, and they too should serve with all godliness. 


  There may also be times when the church has a responsibility to speak—as the church—on public issues. This is an area for boldness, but also for caution. We have a responsibility to bear witness to the biblical truth about poverty, business, education, racism, abortion, marriage, war, the environment, and many other issues that have a moral dimension. As individual Christians, and in private association with other citizens, we also have the freedom to be involved in pursuing political solutions to these problems. Yet as the church it is not our responsibility to control the government (as if politics were the ultimate prize) or even to devise political solutions to social problems. Let Caesar be Caesar, and let the church be the church! Good government has its place in the plan of God, but our primary work as the church is not to gain more political influence in the hope of legislating a Christian society. Rather, we use the spiritual instruments of prayer and the Word of God, with deeds of mercy, to win people’s minds and hearts with the love of Jesus. 


  Here are some basic practical principles that Christians need to follow in the religion of their politics: Pay your taxes. Pray for your leaders. Practice civil obedience. Participate in public life, according to your particular calling from God. 


  

  

 

THE THINGS THAT ARE GOD’S 

  If these are some of the things that belong to Caesar, what belongs to God? Moving from the lesser to the infinitely greater, from the emperor in Rome to the King of the universe, Jesus said: “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Luke 20:25). 


  It takes only a moment to realize that what belongs to God is absolutely everything: “For from him and through him and to him are all things” (Rom. 11:36). This helps us to understand the true relationship between God and Caesar. If everything belongs to God, then this must include Caesar himself. 


  This was the fatal flaw in the reasoning of the religious leaders. They were trying to make such a distinction between religion and politics that some things belonged to Caesar and other things belonged to God. But the truth is that even the things that belong to Caesar ultimately belong to God. Caesar himself belongs to God, because he is inscribed with God’s image (see Gen. 1:27)—almost as if he himself were a coin—and also because God is the one who sets every authority in its place (see Rom. 13:1). Caesar’s empire belongs to God, because the kingdoms of this world have become the kingdom of our God, and of his Christ (see Rev. 11:15). Caesar’s money belongs to God, even if Caesar’s face is on it, because every coin is part of God’s economy. 


  The things we give to Caesar also belong to God. When we “render unto Caesar,” what we are really doing is rendering unto God. As we pay our taxes, pray for our leaders, practice civil obedience, and participate in public life, we are doing it all for the glory of God. 


  This is the heart of the answer that Jesus gave. Rather than separating our political life from our religious life, Jesus claimed that even politics ought to be part of true religion. Notice that the two parts of his famous statement are joined with the word “and,” not the word “but.” Jesus did not say, “Render unto Caesar, but render unto God,” thereby dividing everything into two different categories. On the contrary, he said, “Render unto Caesar, and render unto God.” This is because rendering unto Caesar is “a subordinate part of the all-embracing obligation to ‘render unto God the things which are God’s.’”6 What belongs to Caesar also belongs to God. 


  Today many secular people take strong objection to this way of thinking. They would prefer to keep religion out of politics altogether. They do not object too much to people practicing their religion, as long as they keep their place. Religion is supposed to be private, not part of public life. Politics is the main thing—the most important thing—and as long as people keep God out of Caesar’s business, they can worship any way they like. 


  But Jesus Christ absolutely refuses to bow at Caesar’s throne, which is why biblical Christianity keeps coming into conflict with secular society. We believe that everything is for the glory of God, even politics. As the famous Dutch preacher and politician Abraham Kuyper said, “There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”7


  As we have seen, this does not mean that Christians are supposed to be in charge of Caesar. This point needs to be emphasized because it is so often misunderstood: God never intended the state to become an extension of the church. There are two different kinds of government in the world. There is an earthly government and there is a spiritual government; there is Caesar and there is the church. 


  Jesus acknowledged the authority of the state when he said we need to “render unto Caesar.” But he said nothing—either here or anywhere else in the New Testament—about Christians taking control of the Roman Empire or claiming any other kind of political authority. This is what many people wanted him to do, but Jesus never did it. In fact, he constantly had to correct this kind of thinking. Far from saying to his disciples, “Listen, if you want to get anything done for the kingdom, you have to get more politically involved,” he said, “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36). Nevertheless, Jesus always insisted that Caesar and all the other secular powers are under the sovereign authority of almighty God. Therefore, both of the two kinds of government that there are in the world—the earthly and the spiritual—are ultimately under the rule of God. 


  The Protestant Reformers explained this by talking about “the two kingdoms.” One kingdom is the secular government that is conducted by the state. The laws of this government, said Martin Luther, rule our bodies: “Secular government has laws which extend no further than to life and property and to external things and relations on earth.” The other kingdom is the spiritual government that is exercised by the church and that rules our souls. “For over the soul,” said Luther, “God can and will let no one rule but himself.”8 John Calvin said something similar when he spoke about God’s “twofold government” and said that “Christ’s spiritual kingdom and the civil jurisdiction are things completely distinct.” Therefore, Calvin said, “we do not (as commonly happens) unwisely mingle these two, which have a completely different nature.”9


  What is crucial to understand about this “twofold government” is that both the secular kingdom of the state and the spiritual kingdom of the church are under the rule and authority of God, who thus has two instruments of government in the world. In one kingdom God rules by the sword; in the other he rules by the Spirit. One kingdom is for the restraint of evil and the promotion of social order; the other is for the proclamation of the gospel and the spiritual good of the soul. As Christians we belong to both the church and the state, and in both kingdoms we have unique obligations to honor God. Although we believe in the separation of church and state, we do not believe in the separation of God and state. 


  

  

 

EVERYTHING WE OWE 

  Thus far we have been talking only about government, but of course what Jesus said about God and Caesar has a much wider application. It is not just one of the most important things he said about religion and politics; it is one of the most important things Jesus ever said about anything: give to God what belongs to God. 


  This includes absolutely everything. Our bodies belong to God. Our eyes, our ears, and our hands are instruments to use in the service of God as we see the needs around us, listen to God’s voice, and reach out with the compassion of Christ. Our homes belong to God. They are places that God has set apart for us to rest in his goodness and practice hospitality for people in need. Our time belongs to God. It is the most precious resource we have—the canvas we have for painting his grace. Our work belongs to God; it is service we offer to the Lord of all masters. Our money belongs to God, to be held loosely until we have the next golden opportunity to invest it in the kingdom of God. It all belongs to God! 


  If we ask what belongs to God, the answer is everything! If we ask what right God has to claim all this from us, the answer is that he gave it to us in the first place as the God who made us, takes care of us, and is saving us in Jesus Christ. 


  To make his point about paying tribute to Caesar, Jesus used a coin that was made in the emperor’s image. He could do the same thing with us, because we ourselves are made in the royal image of our King (see Gen. 1:27). The fact that we are created in God’s likeness is the proof of his ownership; it shows that we belong to him. 


  We see an even greater proof in the cross where Jesus died for our sins. The God who demands that we give everything to him has already given everything to us—everything, including his own blood. What will you render to God for the sake of the Savior whose body was rendered for you? 
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 THE GOD OF THE LIVING

  Luke 20:27–40  


  “But that the dead are raised, even Moses showed, in the passage about the bush, where he calls the Lord the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob. Now he is not God of the dead, but of the living, for all live to him.” (Luke 20:37–38) 


  Is there life after death? Most people hope there is, but many people doubt it. The only thing we know for sure, they say, is the life that we are now living. 


  According to the worldview of secular humanism and Darwinian evolutionism, our biology is our destiny. When our hearts stop beating, our minds cease to exist, and there is nothing left of us. “Human destiny,” writes the philosopher Ernest Nagel, is only “an episode between two oblivions.”1 The same way of thinking is enshrined in a document called the Humanist Manifesto, which says: “As far as we know, the total personality is a function of the biological organism transacting in a social and cultural context. There is no credible evidence that life survives the death of the body.”2


  

  

 

ONE BRIDE FOR SEVEN BROTHERS 

  There were some people who said basically the same thing in the time of Christ. They did not talk about biological organisms or social contexts, of course, but they did say that there was no life after death. Some of them even tried to prove it to Jesus: “There came to him some Sadducees, those who deny that there is a resurrection” (Luke 20:27). 


  The Sadducees were the party of privilege, the ruling elite. Their priests held the majority in the seventy-one-member Sanhedrin, which was the highest court of justice in Jerusalem, and by tradition one of their members held the office of high priest. Most of the Sadducees were wealthy members of the upper class. Norval Geldenhuys calls them “the priestly aristocracy,”3 while Kent Hughes describes them as “insular, patrician, heartless, philosophical materialists.”4


  The Sadducees disagreed sharply with the Pharisees on most political and religious issues. Whereas the Pharisees wanted to overthrow their Roman oppressors, the Sadducees were more conservative, cooperating with the Romans in order to preserve their political power. In theology, the Pharisees followed the traditions of their forefathers, which included many moral regulations that went beyond the teaching of Scripture. But the Sadducees adopted a more literal interpretation of the law of Moses, accepting only what was written in Scripture, or so they said. 


  If there was one doctrine that defined the Sadducees, however, it was their denial of eternal life, their rejection of the resurrection. This implies, incidentally, that most Jews in those days did believe in life after death: this doctrine distinguished the Sadducees from other Israelites. According to the historian Josephus these men wanted to get rid of “the persistence of the soul, penalties in death’s abode, and rewards.” In other words, these men denied the doctrines of heaven, hell, and human immortality. “The soul,” they said, “perishes along with the body.”5


  One of the best ways to start an argument in those days was to tell the Sadducees that you believed in the resurrection. There is a notable example in Acts 23, where Paul is on trial before the Sanhedrin. When the apostle realized that some of the members were Sadducees, while others were Pharisees, he shouted, “Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. It is with respect to the hope and the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial” (Acts 23:6). In effect, Paul was throwing a theological hand grenade into the courtroom, and it had exactly the result he was hoping for: “And when he had said this, a dissension arose between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor spirit, but the Pharisees acknowledge them all” (Acts 23:7–8). 


  It hardly seems surprising that the Sadducees denied the resurrection, for they were wealthy men who enjoyed almost all the material comforts that this life has to offer. Or maybe the connection went the other way: because they denied eternal life, these men had nothing better to do than live for the present. In any case, when the moneychangers made their millions in the temple courts, most of the proceeds went to the Sadducees. Like most people who have a lot of money—like most people in our own culture, in fact, and maybe even like us—they were mainly living for today, giving little thought to eternity. This is one of the main spiritual problems with materialism. Who needs eternal life if you can get everything you really want right now? 


  If there was one man in Israel who threatened the Sadducees’ whole way of life, it was Jesus of Nazareth. Earlier that day Jesus had driven their moneychangers right out of the temple (see Luke 19:45). As some of the chief priests of Jerusalem, the Sadducees resented his rising popularity. Like the rest of the men who were trying to “catch him in what he said” (Luke 20:26), they were hoping to find some way of discrediting Jesus, and maybe even getting rid of him once and for all. 


  So the Sadducees came to Jesus with an elaborate seven-part question that was designed to show the absurdity and impossibility of the very idea of eternal life: 


  Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies, having a wife but no children, the man must take the widow and raise up offspring for his brother. Now there were seven brothers. The first took a wife, and died without children. And the second and the third took her, and likewise all seven left no children and died. Afterward the woman also died. In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had her as wife. (Luke 20:28–33) 


  


  This question was actually based on something from the Bible—part of the very law of Moses that the Sadducees said they wanted to defend. According to Deuteronomy, 


  If brothers dwell together, and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of the dead man shall not be married outside the family to a stranger. Her husband’s brother shall go in to her and take her as his wife and perform the duty of a husband’s brother to her. And the first son whom she bears shall succeed to the name of his dead brother, that his name may not be blotted out of Israel. (Deut. 25:5–6) 


  


  In other words, if a woman was a childless widow, her brother-in-law should marry her for the explicit purpose of producing a son to carry on the family name. Even though we do not follow this law today, one principle behind it is still important: one primary purpose of our sexuality is to procreate. Within the providence of God—who alone is sovereign over life in the womb—we are called to produce children for the glory of God. 


  In raising their hypothetical question, the Sadducees took this good biblical law to an absurd extreme: one bride for seven brothers. The very absurdity of this situation was an attempt to prove a point. The Sadducees were attempting a reductio ad absurdum—an argument that shows how nonsensical something is by taking it to its logical conclusion. In this particular case, they were trying to show how ridiculous the resurrection was by asking Jesus who this woman—so “unlucky” at love—would have for a husband in heaven. 


  

  

 

A BAD QUESTION 

  It is easy to imagine that as the Sadducees smugly waited for Jesus to answer, they nodded to one another approvingly, proud of themselves for coming up with such a convincing argument for rejecting the resurrection. Little did they realize how flawed their reasoning was, or what a bad question they were asking. 


  It was a bad question because it was not really a question at all; the Sadducees were only trying to score a theological point. The question was also highly speculative: What woman would ever marry seven brothers? This is the kind of hypothetical situation that a student asks about in graduate school or some other academic setting, but that never comes up in real life. 


  It was also a bad question because it used a biblical premise in order to advance an unbiblical conclusion. That people start with a Bible verse does not necessarily mean that they understand what the Bible really says. They can use the Bible and still be unbiblical. In this particular case, the Sadducees were quoting from Deuteronomy, but they were still missing the point—a good example of bad exegesis. Although Luke does not mention this, according to Matthew, Jesus rebuked them by saying, “You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God” (Matt. 22:29). 


  Teachers often say to their students, “Now that’s a good question!” In this case, it would have been perfectly appropriate for Jesus to say, “That’s not a good question.” But as bad as the question was, it still needed to be answered because the Sadducees were asking about something that strikes at the heart of the gospel. The word “gospel” simply means “good news,” and the gospel is the good news about what Jesus has done to rescue us from our sins. To be specific, the gospel is the cross plus the empty tomb—the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. By dying in our place on the cross, Jesus suffered the punishment that we deserve for our sins. By rising from the dead, Jesus broke the power of death so that we can live forever with God. But the Sadducees denied that there even is a resurrection, thereby eliminating half of the gospel. If there is no resurrection, then there is no good news for sinners. Furthermore, if there is no resurrection, then there is no final judgment, and therefore no need for atonement, which eliminates the need for a gospel at all. This attack on the good news of salvation is such a matter of life and death that Jesus had to respond. 


  The answer he gave was flatly dismissive: “The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage, but those who are considered worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage, for they cannot die anymore, because they are equal to angels and are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Luke 20:34–36). 


  Jesus began his answer by drawing an important distinction between the present age and the age to come. “The sons of this age” are people who are alive today—anyone who lives from now until the day of judgment. It is characteristic of this present age that people get married. Some people are single, of course, but this is the age when brides and grooms get married. It will be different in the coming age, however, when no one will get married at all. Thus the question that the Sadducees were asking rested on a false assumption. They assumed that if there is a life to come, married people will still be married. This was part of their question’s larger assumption, that life after the resurrection is essentially the same as life before the resurrection—the only difference is that it lasts longer. But Jesus said that in some ways our existence then will be very different from our existence now, and one of the differences is that there is no marriage in heaven. Thus the question that the Sadducees were asking will not even arise! 


  For Christians who are happily married, what Jesus said about marriage comes as something of a disappointment. Many husbands and wives find it hard to imagine that their marriage will not last forever. How are we to understand this, and how can we accept it? 


  One man consoled himself with the thought that even if he couldn’t be married to his wife in heaven, maybe God would at least let them room together! But I find it more helpful to remember that as Christians we are engaged to Jesus Christ, and we can find our full satisfaction only in our marriage relationship with him—truly a match made in heaven. I also find it helpful to remember how little I love my wife now, and how much more I will love her in the coming age. It will be far better for her not to be married to me at all and yet to be perfectly loved. 


  This truth ought to be especially precious to Christian singles and to anyone who has suffered a broken marriage. Christians tend to put a great deal of emphasis on marriage—maybe too much emphasis. Certainly marriage is a basic relationship of human love, the building block of human society. It is also under attack in our culture, and for that reason in need of special support. But in the scope of eternity, marriage is not the be-all and end-all of human existence. Even under the best of circumstances, marriage is only a temporary institution, and its very transience points us towards an eternal relationship with Jesus Christ. This is one of the main purposes of matrimony. As Paul said, the profound mystery of marriage is not an end in itself, but “refers to Christ and the church” (Eph. 5:32). Among other things, this means that when it comes to the blessings that God has for us in Christ, single people are not at any kind of disadvantage. Even if we do not always understand this now, it will become perfectly clear to us in the coming age. 


  

  

 

THE TRUTH ABOUT THE RESURRECTION 

  In exposing the false premise of the Sadducees, Jesus was teaching some important truths about life in the resurrection. Jesus was uniquely qualified to do this because he is God the Son, who came down to earth from heaven. Therefore, when he speaks about life after death, and angels, and the coming age, he knows exactly what he is talking about. In his infinite wisdom, there are many things about the life to come that God has decided not to tell us. Sometimes we wish that he had told us more; we have questions about heaven that we would love for him to answer. But there are some things that God has told us, and anyone who wants to live with God forever needs to know what Jesus said about the resurrection life. 


  The first truth he taught is the one we have already seen. It is a truth about matrimony: there is no marriage in heaven. The second truth is that not everyone will go to heaven, but only those who are “considered worthy” (Luke 20:35). This is a truth about merit. The only people who reach the blessings of the resurrection are the people that God considers worthy. (The wicked are also raised to damnation, of course, but that is not the focus of this particular passage.) 


  This raises an important and obvious question: If I want to go to heaven when I die, and if heaven is only for people who are worthy to be there, then what do I have to do for God to consider me worthy? 


  Jesus does not answer that question in this passage, but the Greek verb that he uses (kataxioō) seems to give us a clue. This word means “counted worthy” or even “made worthy.” You see, the worthiness is not something we do, but something done to us; it is not something that comes from inside us, but something that God declares about us and gives to us by his grace. Because of our sin, we are not worthy in ourselves. Nevertheless, God considers, or reckons, or counts us as worthy. We know from the rest of the New Testament that he does this on the basis of the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ. We are not worthy, but Jesus is, and when we put our faith in Jesus, God considers us to be worthy in his sight. I want to be found in Christ, said the apostle Paul, “not having a righteousness [or worthiness] of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness [or worthiness] from God that depends on faith” (Phil. 3:9). 


  The third great truth Jesus teaches about the resurrection is that when God raises us from the dead, we will never die again. This is a truth about immortality. As Jesus said, people who are counted worthy of the resurrection “cannot die anymore” (Luke 20:36)—their existence is everlasting. 


  This also seems to be the main point of the comparison Jesus makes to the angels. When we are raised from the dead, we will be “equal to angels” (Luke 20:36). This does not mean that we will become angels. Since the angels are in heaven with God, some people think that when we die and go to heaven we actually become angels ourselves. But that is not what Jesus said; he said that we will be equal to angels. Nor does this mean that there is some kind of hierarchy in heaven, and that when we die we get to a higher level. Jesus is not talking about equality the way we talk about it in our culture. He simply means that in certain respects we will be similar to angels. In fact, this is one place where the New International Version may give us a better translation: “they are like the angels” (Luke 20:36 NIV). 


  So in what way will we be like the angels? There are many possible points of comparison. Angels were made for the glory of God, and so are we. Angels devote their worship to God, and so do we, if we know the living God. Unfallen angels never sin, and neither will we, when we finally reach the glories of heaven. Angels never get married, which is a point of comparison that comes right out of this passage: we will not be married in heaven either. But the main point of comparison here is that the angels are immortal. They will not and they cannot die. 


  When God raises us from the dead, we too will be immortal. Incidentally, this helps to explain why there is no marriage in heaven. One of the primary purposes of marriage is procreation. From the beginning of the world, God has told us to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). This is essential to the continuance of the human race: if we do not bear children, then we will die right off the face of the earth. But no one will or can die in eternity. Thus there will be no need for offspring, or even for marriage—this is the logic of the answer that Jesus gave to the question the Sadducees were asking about the resurrection. 


  Everlasting immortality is essential to the joy of the resurrection life. The joy of our present existence is always muted by the painful reality of death. Even if we try not to think about it, we know that someday we will die—probably someday sooner than we hope. We also know that the people we love will die, if they have not died already. Our mortality inevitably makes this life a tragedy. But there is no sorrow or sadness in heaven, and this is partly because there are no funeral directors there! After the resurrection, no one will ever die again. Eventually even the best things in this life must come to an end, but our happiness in God will be endless. By the power of his resurrection, the glories of the coming age will go on and on forever. 


  The fourth truth that Jesus teaches us about the resurrection life is that God will raise us up to be his children. This is a truth about our paternity. Jesus said that “those who are considered worthy to attain to that age and to the resurrection from the dead . . . are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Luke 20:35–36). There may be another connection to the angels here, because there are one or two places where the Old Testament seems to refer to angels as “sons of God” (see Job 2:1; Ps. 89:6). But there is also a deep truth about our own salvation: we are the sons and the daughters of God, and thus the life of the resurrection is something we share as the family of God. 


  Jesus calls us the resurrection sons of God. This is the highest status that we can ever be given, and it applies to both men and women. According to ancient property law, only sons could inherit their father’s estate. So by calling his daughters “sons,” Jesus was assuring the women in his family that as joint heirs of salvation, they will have all the blessings of their Father’s house. 


  The Bible talks about our relationship with our heavenly Father in several different ways. It says that we are God’s sons and daughters by regeneration. The Holy Spirit makes us the born-again children of God (see John 3:1–8). It also says we are God’s sons and daughters by adoption. In Christ we have received “adoption as sons” (see Gal. 4:5). Here Jesus says we are also God’s sons and daughters by resurrection. God will not leave his children in the grave, but raise them up and bring them home to be with him forever. This is what it means for us to be “sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Luke 20:36). 


  

  

 

THE PROOF OF THE RESURRECTION 

  How do we know that all this is really true? How can we be certain that without any merit of our own, but only because God has counted us worthy in Christ, we will be raised up to live forever with our Father in heaven? This is the question that began the whole discussion—the question the Sadducees were asking, and that many people ask today: How can we know the resurrection for sure? 


  To this point Jesus has simply asserted that the righteous will rise from the dead. His entire answer is based on the assumption of the resurrection. Jesus obviously believed that the dead would rise again, even before he rose from the grave on the first Easter Sunday. But right at the end of his answer, Jesus proved the doctrine of the resurrection by quoting from the Old Testament: “But that the dead are raised, even Moses showed, in the passage about the bush, where he calls the Lord the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob. Now he is not God of the dead, but of the living, for all live to him” (Luke 20:37–38). 


  This was a very persuasive way for Jesus to make his argument. The Sadducees prided themselves on following the Torah—the five books of Moses—and they were convinced that the Torah had nothing to say about the resurrection. But here Jesus was proving the resurrection by quoting the words of Moses himself! This shows how well Jesus knew his Bible, and also how much confidence he had in the truth of what it says. 


  Nevertheless, there are some people who doubt whether his argument is a very good one. There are even some evangelical scholars who claim that “there is no persuasive connection” between what Moses said and the way that Jesus used it in the Gospels.6 This forces us to go back to one of the most important passages in the Old Testament to see what God was saying to his people, and what it proves about the resurrection. 


  Exodus 3 is the story of the burning bush. It was the time of Israel’s slavery in Egypt, and the people of God were crying out for their deliverance. After forty long years in the wilderness, Moses met the living God on a lonely mountainside. God spoke to him out of a fiery bush that burned, but was not consumed. He told Moses to take off his sandals because he was standing on holy ground. Then he called Moses to be his prophet. With this call came God’s promise to lead his people out of Egypt and back into the Promised Land, as well as the revelation of his special divine name. 


  Yet before he said all of this, God identified himself to Moses as the God of the covenant—the God who had made everlasting promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The way he said this was significant: “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Exod. 3:6). God spoke to Moses in the present tense. He did not say “I was the God” of these men, but “I am the God” of these men. He was telling Moses that he is a living God, and therefore that he is able to save his people. 


  Jesus rested his proof for the resurrection on this truth, which shows how completely he accepted the full inspiration and authority of the very words of the Bible. Jesus reasoned from the Scriptures—by good and necessary consequence—that when God said, “I am the God of Abraham” and so forth, he was not just saying something about himself, but he was also saying something about Abraham and the rest of them. God’s statement is true in its fullest and most complete sense only if these men are still alive today. Centuries after these men died, God was still styling himself as their God, which means that there had to be an Abraham, an Isaac, and a Jacob for him to be the God of! This is true, said Leon Morris, only “if they are alive beyond the grave. The alternative is to think of God as the God of non-existent beings, which is absurd.”7


  But that is not all. How could God even call himself the God of these men unless he kept his promises to them? When he called himself “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” God was using the language of the covenant. This is clear from what he said at the end of Exodus 2, when he first responded to the cries of his people: “God remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob” (Exod. 2:24). These were the men whom God had promised to save forever. God kept many of the gracious promises that he made to these men during their own lifetimes. But none of these men had full possession of Canaan when they died—the Promised Land. None of them saw offspring like the stars in the sky or the sand in the desert—the promised children. None of them saw the Christ that God said he would give for the nations through the line of Abraham—the promised Savior. 


  Nevertheless, God said that he was their God, and he could say it without embarrassment or apology because every last one of his promises will come true for these men in the resurrection of the coming age. They will reach the Promised Land of God’s glory. They will worship with their children in the eternal city. They will know the crucified and risen Christ. This is all because their God is the covenant God of the resurrection. If he could not raise the dead, he would not be much of a God for them at all, and he could not keep his everlasting covenant. But he is the God of the living, not the dead. He is the God who raises the dead. Therefore Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are living for him right now, and they will keep on living for him forever. 


  Everyone who comes to God through faith in Jesus Christ has the same resurrection life. We will be raised from the dead by the power of the living God, so that we can glorify God and enjoy him forever. It all depends on the resurrection, which is essential to the whole relationship that God has with his people. He is not our God unless he is able to raise us from the dead and establish a relationship with us that will last for all eternity. 


  For the proof for that resurrection, go back to Exodus and read what God said to Moses. Or else go to the empty tomb, where God raised Jesus from the dead. Our God is the God of the living—the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He is the God of Moses. He is the God of all the people we love who have gone ahead of us into glory. But most of all he is the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, who on the third day was raised to everlasting life by the resurrection power of God. 
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 DAVID’S SON AND DAVID’S LORD

  Luke 20:39–44  


  “For David himself says in the Book of Psalms, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.’ David thus calls him Lord, so how is he his son?” (Luke 20:42–44) 


  I enjoyed the most privileged of all childhoods. Since my mother is a voracious reader and my father is a professor of English literature, I grew up in a house full of books. To scan the shelves was to learn the names of the world’s great authors: Chaucer, Milton, and Dostoevsky. Then to take the books and read was to explore new worlds of the mind and heart. But of all the great books on the family shelves, none held greater promise than a green volume with a golden title: Answers to Questions.1


  These magical words could almost make a boy believe that the book held the sum of all knowledge. What questions the book proposed, and what answers it gave! 


  
   Question: Do fish sleep?
Answer: Fish do not sleep. At times they remain quiet in pools and streams.


  


  
   Question: Are pigs naturally dirty farm animals?
Answer: Pigs are the cleanest of animals if allowed to be so.


  


  
   Question: Was Clara Barton a lover of music?
Answer: On the contrary, Miss Barton is said to have had little if any love for music.


  


  
   Question: Is it true that a person dreaming of falling from a great height will die from shock if he does not awaken before he hits the ground?
Answer: Physicians say that such an idea is ridiculous, although this is not susceptible of absolute proof, for if any man has ever died from the shock of landing at the bottom of a dream, he has never had a chance to tell about it.


  


  And so it went. What could be more satisfying to an inquisitive mind than to know the answers to these kinds of questions? 


  If only we could get the same kind of clarity from God! Most people have some hard questions about life they wish that God would answer. How can I know for sure what is true? Why is this happening to me? What is the meaning of all this suffering? Where will it all end? Even people who know the Bible still have some questions, and people who do not believe in God at all are still looking for the answers. 


  

  

 

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS 

  It was the same way in the time of Christ, which is why the Gospels give us so many answers to so many questions. People were always asking Jesus to explain something. In fact, some parts of Luke read like the transcript for a question and answer session. And why not? People always ask their teachers questions, and Jesus was the greatest teacher who ever lived. So people were always coming to him with their questions. Since Luke 20 marks the end of all these questions, it is a good place to review the answers that Jesus gave, as well as the implications of his wisdom for our own relationship to God. 


  When Jesus forgave a man who was paralyzed, people asked, “Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Luke 5:21). When he insisted on spending so much time with low-life sinners, people asked him, “Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors?” (Luke 5:30). When he claimed to be the Lord of the Lord’s day, they asked him, “Why are you doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath?” (Luke 6:2). 


  People also asked Jesus about the way of salvation—the most important question that anyone can ever ask: “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 10:25; cf. 18:18). When Jesus told them what love it would take to be saved by their own doing, they came back with a follow-up question: “Who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:29). The questions kept coming: When will the kingdom come? (Luke 17:20). By what authority are you preaching the gospel? (Luke 20:2). Do we have to pay Caesar our taxes, or not? (Luke 20:22). 


  Many of these questions were asked in malice. Luke tells us plainly that “the scribes and the Pharisees began to press him hard and to provoke him to speak about many things, lying in wait for him, to catch him in something he might say” (Luke 11:53–54). Finally, a group of scholars came to Jesus with a complicated seven-part question about who would be married to whom after the resurrection (Luke 20:28–33). By this point, people had asked him just about every question they could think of. 


  In each case, Jesus gave an answer that proved his total mastery of theology and his knowledge of the mind of God. He had been doing this ever since he was a boy. On that memorable Passover when Jesus was twelve and stayed behind in Jerusalem, the teachers at the temple “were amazed at his understanding and his answers” (Luke 2:47). Jesus always amazes people with his answers. Just ask Satan. Three times the devil tried to tempt Jesus to claim the crown without suffering the cross, and each time Jesus came back with a devastating answer based on the Word of God. 


  Jesus was equally devastating when he answered all the questions that his enemies asked. When they asked what right he had to forgive people’s sins, he healed a paralyzed man and sent him on his way, fully forgiven (Luke 5:20–25). When they questioned him about breaking the Sabbath, he said, “The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath” (Luke 6:5). When they asked who counted as a neighbor, he answered with the parable of the good Samaritan—one of the most famous stories ever told. 


  Jesus had an answer for every question, and with every answer, he was explaining deep truths about God and man, about sin and salvation, about forgiveness and eternal life. Ask Jesus if you have to pay your taxes, and he comes back with a one-sentence response that governs the whole relationship between religion and politics (see Luke 20:25). Ask him about marriage and the resurrection, and he will open up the mysteries of heaven (see Luke 20:34–38). 


  In the end, anyone who was hoping to catch Jesus making a mistake had to surrender. His intellect was so superior and his answers were so unanswerable that finally “some of the scribes answered, ‘Teacher, you have spoken well.’ For they no longer dared to ask him any question” (Luke 20:39–40). Their defeat was complete, as Jesus claimed total victory over the unbelief behind all their skeptical questions. 


  The English poet Richard Crashaw testified to our Lord’s triumph in a poem called “Neither Durst any man from that Day ask him any more Questions.” Crashaw wrote: 


  ’Twas time to hold their peace when they,
 Had ne’er another word to say:
 Yet is their silence unto thee,
 The full sound of thy victory. . . .
 To hold their peace is all the ways,
 These wretches have to speak thy praise.2


  


  In other words, silence really can be golden. When a spiritual skeptic has a personal encounter with Jesus Christ and realizes that Jesus has answers to the hardest questions anyone can ask, then the skeptic’s silence gives glory to God. 


  The Bible says that one day every mouth will be shut before God (Rom. 3:19). For some people this will not happen until the day of judgment, when the personal return of Jesus Christ will give a visible and unmistakable answer to anyone who has ever doubted his supreme deity. There will be nothing that any doubter can say on that great day, and the silence of every skeptic will give glory to God. 


  If we are wise, however, we will shut our mouths much sooner and offer God the silence of a submissive heart. In fact, Martyn Lloyd-Jones goes so far as to define a Christian as a man whose mouth is shut: 


  You are not a Christian unless you have been made speechless! How do you know whether you are a Christian or not? It is that you “stop talking.” The trouble with the non-Christian is that he goes on talking. . . . People need to have their mouths shut, “stopped.” They are for ever talking about God, and criticizing God, and pontificating about what God should or should not do, and asking “Why does God allow this and that?” You do not begin to be a Christian until your mouth is shut, is stopped, and you are speechless and have nothing to say.3


  


  Jesus always welcomes sincere questions from people who are seeking to know the truth, and he always gives them answers that will satisfy the soul. But if we are raising questions only because we want to prove that we are right and God is wrong, it would be better for us not to say anything at all. 


  This was the great lesson that Job learned. As he struggled with all his sufferings, Job had many things he wanted to say to God, and many questions he wanted God to answer. But at the end of his struggle he came face to face with the power of God the mighty Creator, and by the time God was through asking Job his questions, Job had nothing more to say. However many questions he had for God, God had even more questions for him—questions that no merely mortal man could ever answer. When Job finally realized what he was up against, he put his hand over his mouth (Job 40:4) and said, “I have uttered what I did not understand. . . . Therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:3, 6). In other words, when Job was questioning God he did not know what he was talking about. It would have been better for him to say nothing at all, but simply to sit before God in silence and awe. 


  This is what a Christian is: someone whose mouth has been shut—shut against making any more accusations against God, or any more claims about his own worthiness, so that Jesus Christ can truly be God. 


  

  

 

WHAT JESUS ASKED 

  The scholars and scribes may have been finished with all their questions for Jesus, but Jesus still had one last question for them. It was really more like a riddle, and its answer unlocks the mystery at the heart of the universe. 


  Remember the context. Jesus was in Jerusalem for the last week of his life, and the religious leaders—who denied that he was the Son of the living God—wanted to know what right he had to preach the kingdom. But Luke’s purpose in this Gospel is to help us know salvation for sure by proving to us that Jesus is the Christ. Here is one of Luke’s clinching arguments, given in the form of a riddle that we can answer only if we believe that Jesus Christ really is God. Jesus said to the scribes: “How can they say that the Christ is David’s son? For David himself says in the Book of Psalms, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.’ David thus calls him Lord, so how is he his son?” (Luke 20:41–44). 


  This is absolutely marvelous, especially for anyone who loves a good riddle: God put a riddle in the Old Testament that Jesus used to help us understand the truth that leads to eternal life. The riddle is a real stumper, but if we work hard to understand both the question and the answer, we can learn some of the most important things that anyone can ever know. 


  Jesus began with something that everyone knew already: the Christ would be David’s son. This was common knowledge. “Christ” is simply another word for “Messiah”—the Anointed One, the Savior whom God had always promised to send. David was the greatest of Israel’s ancient kings, and the Scriptures prophesied that the Christ would come from his lineage. As God said to David himself, “I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. . . . And your house and your kingdom . . . shall be established forever” (2 Sam. 7:12, 16). We read the same thing in the prophet Isaiah: “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given . . . on the throne of David and over his kingdom” (Isa. 9:6–7). When the Messiah came, he would belong to the royal bloodline of the house of David. 


  This was a criterion that Jesus clearly met. He was a direct lineal descendant of King David, and therefore had a right to the messianic title “Son of David” (see Luke 18:38). Luke has shown this several times in his Gospel. When the birth of Jesus was first announced, his earthly father Joseph was identified as a man from “the house of David” (Luke 1:27). The angel Gabriel told Mary that God would give her child “the throne of his father David” (Luke 1:32). Then, when the child was born, Luke told us again that his family “was of the house and lineage of David” (Luke 2:4; cf. 1:69)—a fact confirmed by the genealogy Luke carefully provides in chapter 3. 


  Nor is Luke the only person who says this. Matthew begins his Gospel by identifying Jesus Christ as “the son of David” (Matt. 1:1), and in Romans Paul says that he “was descended from David according to the flesh” (Rom. 1:3; cf. 9:5). This fact sets up the riddle that Jesus told and is foundational to the answer he gives. Jesus Christ belongs to the most venerable of all kingdoms, the most noble of all houses: he is the Son of David. 


  

  

 

THE WORLD’S GREATEST RIDDLE 

  So far so good. Everyone knew that the Christ would be David’s son. But Jesus proceeds to ask how the Christ could be David’s son and at the same time David’s Lord? 


  To see why Jesus posed this riddle, it is necessary to go back to something that David himself once said. Jesus was quoting here from Psalm 110, a psalm of David. Psalm 110 is a messianic psalm—a psalm that makes explicit prophecies about the coming of the Christ. All of the ancient rabbis agreed that David was prophesying about the Christ. Later the Puritan Edward Reynolds would say, “This psalm is one of the fullest and most compendious prophecies of the person and offices of Christ in the whole Old Testament.”4


  David’s messianic psalm begins with a dialogue. What is confusing about this two-person conversation is that both participants are called “Lord.” David says, “The LORD says to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool’” (Ps. 110:1). So who are these two “Lords”? 


  The identity of the first “LORD” is obvious. Most English translations print his title in small capital letters to show that it refers to God himself. David is using the name Yahweh—the special divine name that belongs only to God. So the person speaking in this verse is the Lord God Almighty. 


  But to whom is he speaking? The identity of the second “Lord” is somewhat less obvious, but it is perfectly clear nonetheless. This time David uses a different name for “Lord”—the name Adonai. This is a general term that can be used for any kind of lord, but here it refers specifically to the Messiah, the Christ, the Anointed One. This is clear from the rest of the psalm, which declares that this “Lord” will rule over the kingdom of God. So David is repeating a dialogue between God Almighty and the coming Christ. He is saying something like this: “The Lord God says to my Lord the Messiah, sit on my throne to rule the universe.” 


  What is puzzling about this is that David regards the Christ as superior to himself, calling him “my Lord.” Yet David never called anyone “Lord,” except the Lord God himself, and maybe his father, or perhaps Saul, who was king of Israel before him. David certainly did not call anyone “Lord” once he had become the king in his own right. Yet here is a person so great that even David calls him “Lord.” 


  This is puzzling because the Messiah was supposed to be David’s son, and in that culture fathers did not call their sons “Lord.” This is something that no patriarch would ever do, least of all a man who was a monarch. The son is to honor the father, not the other way around. So when the Messiah came, surely he would pay homage to David as his great father. Yet here David is the one who gives homage, acknowledging the superiority of his son. The Messiah would be David’s son, yet David also calls him “Lord.” 


  Furthermore, the second person in Psalm 110—the one whom David calls his Lord—will receive the kingdom. He will sit at the right hand of God until every last one of his enemies is defeated. The right hand of God represents God’s own rule and authority. To be exalted is to sit in that awesome place to reign in glory and to share in the royal majesty of God. 


  Who is this mighty king? Who is this ruler so great that David calls him “Lord”? If the Messiah is David’s son, how can he be so superior? Listen again to the question Jesus asked, the riddle that he posed: “How can they say that the Christ is David’s son? For David himself says in the Book of Psalms, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.’ David thus calls him Lord, so how is he his son?” (Luke 10:41–44). 


  

  

 

THE RIDDLE SOLVED 

  What is the solution to this riddle? Obviously, Jesus was not denying that he was the son of David; he knew that he was. But he was using the Scripture to prove that he was also more than the son of David: Jesus was and is the very Son of God. The Christ was David’s Lord because he was and is David’s God. 


  This riddle can be solved only if Jesus is God as well as man—if he is both human and divine. The historical records show that as a man, Jesus of Nazareth was indeed a physical descendant of King David. The Christ was David’s son. But the Bible testifies that Jesus is also God, that by the virgin birth he has a divine nature as well as a human nature. As Jesus says himself at the end of Revelation: “I, Jesus, . . . am the root and the descendant of David” (Rev. 22:16). In other words, Jesus Christ is both David’s Creator God and his human son. 


  All of this explains why David called him “Lord.” The Son of God was David’s Lord the very moment that David said this, because from eternity past he had been ruling with his Father in heaven. His deity made him superior to David—the fact that as God the Son he was very God of very God. James Boice explained it like this: “If David called his natural physical descendant (the Messiah) his Lord, it could only be because the One to come would somehow be greater than David was, and the only way that could happen is if the Messiah were more than a mere man. He would have to be a divine Messiah, that is, God.”5


  Jesus had already given many convincing proofs of his divine power. Every miracle he performed was another proof of his deity. If the leading disciples ever had any doubt about his deity, they simply had to remember what they saw on the mount of transfiguration, when Jesus was revealed in all the splendor of his divine majesty (see Luke 9:29–35). But now Jesus was proving his deity from the Scriptures, clinching his case with a riddle that could be resolved only by the man who was also God. 


  Some people did not believe this. The scribes and the scholars did not understand that the Messiah had to be God as well as man—that David’s son would also be David’s Lord. According to Ambrose, “Jesus did not rebuke them because they acknowledged the Son of David but because they do not believe him to be the Son of God.” Then he added this practical exhortation: “Let us therefore believe that Christ is God and man.”6


  The answer to this riddle unlocks the mystery at the heart of the universe, teaching us some of the most important things that anyone can ever know. It shows us the mystery of the incarnation: Jesus Christ is both human and divine. He has become one of us to save us, but he has done this without abandoning his deity, and therefore he has divine power to save us. When we come to Jesus for salvation, we are coming to the God who has all the authority in the universe. 


  The riddle of David’s Lord also shows us the mystery of the Trinity: there is one God in three persons. How can David say, “The LORD says to my Lord,” unless there is more than one person in the Godhead? This conversation is a conundrum that only the reality of the Trinity can resolve. Already in the Old Testament there is a clear indication that although there is only one God, he exists in more than one person. The one and only true God eternally exists in three persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. By quoting Psalm 110, Jesus was pointing to his deity and thereby testifying to his relationship with God the Father as God the Son. 


  Jesus was also making a prophecy about his eventual exaltation. Psalm 110 is teaching us something about the resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ. Notice what the Father does for the Son in this passage, what the Lord God does for the Messiah Christ: he exalts him to his royal throne. Jesus knew the promise of David and embraced it as his own eternal destiny. It was the last week of his life, and soon he would be put to death for his people’s sins. But the day was coming when he would rise to the throne of the universe and rule in triumph. As the Son of God, our Savior would sit at God’s right hand, reigning on his Father’s throne with all of his enemies under his feet. As it says in the Apostles’ Creed, “He ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of God, the Father Almighty.” Jesus is the Christ. He is the Son of God. He is the divine King who rules over earth and heaven. He is David’s son and David’s Lord! 


  What Jesus said about Psalm 110 must have made a deep impression on his disciples, because this is the psalm they quoted more than any other. It shows up more than twenty times in the New Testament. Peter used it on the day of Pentecost, when he preached the gospel of repentance and three thousand people were saved. Peter told them that Jesus had been raised from the dead and exalted to the right hand of God. Then he quoted Psalm 110 as the proof that God had taken the same Jesus who was crucified and made him our Lord and our Christ (see Acts 2:32–36). The apostle Paul used the same psalm to prove that when Jesus raises us from the dead he will destroy all our enemies (see 1 Cor. 15:22–25). The book of Hebrews uses Psalm 110 to show that Jesus is superior to the angels, and therefore that he has supremacy over everything (Heb. 1:13). The apostles celebrated Jesus as David’s Christ. 


  Is this the Jesus that you know? Is this the God that you worship? Does it thrill your soul to know that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is Lord over all? 


  What an amazing question Jesus asked, and what an amazing answer he gives—not just to this question, but to all our questions. Jesus is the answer. If we believe in him, then the very Son of God is Christ our Lord. This is the answer to the question of all questions, and the riddle of all riddles: Who is Jesus? If we can answer this question, we have the key to unlock all the other mysteries in the universe. All the other answers to our questions will come, as long as we start with Jesus, “who was descended from David according to the flesh and was declared to be the Son of God . . . by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom. 1:3–4). 


  If you believe the answer to the ancient riddle—that Jesus the Savior is the Son of God—then David’s son is not just David’s Lord. He is also your Lord, and you will be raised with him to eternal life. 
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 YOUR TWO CENTS

  Luke 20:45–21:4  


  Jesus looked up and saw the rich putting their gifts into the offering box, and he saw a poor widow put in two small copper coins. And he said, “Truly, I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all of them. For they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on.” (Luke 21:1–4) 


  People usually think of the biblical Gospels as positive, uplifting books, and so they are. The word “gospel” means “good news,” which is exactly what Luke and the other Gospels give us: the good news of salvation for sinners. For people who know that they are in trouble, the Gospels are the best of all books. They offer help to people who do not know where to turn. They tell the truth to people who do not have the answers. They provide shelter to people who do not have a home to call their own. The Gospels do this by giving us Jesus—the living, dying, rising Savior of the world. 


  If we read the Gospels carefully, however, we also discover that they are deeply disturbing. This is partly because Jesus makes so many difficult demands: “Take up your cross daily and follow me” (see Luke 9:23); “If anyone . . . does not hate . . . his own life, he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:26); “Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor” (Luke 18:22). Who is able to do all the things that Jesus tells us to do? 


  In addition to all the difficult demands that Jesus made in the Gospels, there are also many harsh denunciations, especially the ones he made against the “nice religious people” of his day. Jesus always welcomed sinners who knew they did not deserve anything except to be damned, but he usually made people who thought they had a good spiritual reputation very uncomfortable. His most withering criticism was reserved for churchgoers and other religious insiders. Maybe this explains why Jesus usually preached out of doors and almost never in synagogues. Most churches would not tolerate the kinds of things that Jesus said about religious people. The Gospels are not always comforting; sometimes they are disturbing—especially for people who are satisfied with where they are spiritually. 


  

  

 

BEWARE OF THE SCRIBES! 

  One of the most disturbing denunciations comes in the last speech Jesus made against the religious leaders of his day. This speech is the culmination of everything Jesus had been saying about their hypocrisy: “In the hearing of all the people he said to his disciples, ‘Beware of the scribes, who like to walk around in long robes, and love greetings in the marketplaces and the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They will receive the greater condemnation’” (Luke 20:45–47). 


  Jesus was speaking directly to his disciples, but this was an open rebuke—a public denunciation of the Bible scholars that everyone respected as the most spiritual men in Israel. Right in front of everyone, Jesus showed what was wrong with their religion, and what is wrong with anyone who tries to impress people by being spiritual. 


  Jesus mainly criticized these men for their ostentatious lifestyle. With pious pomposity, they paraded around in public wearing fancy attire. Leon Morris says that their long robes “were a sign of distinction and marked the wearers as gentlemen of leisure.”1 These men liked to show how successful they were, with the implication that somehow their financial success proved that God was pleased with the way they lived. Sadly, some prosperity preachers do the same thing today, wearing fancy clothes and driving fine automobiles in order to prove that what they teach will make people rich. 


  Other scholars claim that Jesus was referring to the tassels that some Israelites wore on the hems of their garments as a way of remembering God’s commandments, in keeping with the custom of Moses (see Num. 15:38–39). But this was all for show, and in a way, it revealed exactly what was wrong with their religion. They were concerned with only the outward appearance of obedience, not with having a heart for God. Their piety was really only a cloak for their hypocrisy. 


  Jesus also criticized these men for their ambitious social climbing. Whenever they were out and about in the marketplace, they loved to be greeted with formal and honorific titles. They wanted people to call them “the most esteemed and learned doctor so-and-so.” They expected adulation; indeed, they demanded it. When they went to worship at their local synagogue, they insisted on claiming one of the best seats in the house. When they went to a wedding or some other celebration, they were offended if they did not get a place at the head table (see Luke 14:7–11). These self-important men craved recognition. They wanted everyone to give them the honor they thought they deserved, given their position in life. 


  This kind of posturing is tempting for all of us, which is why Jesus tells us to beware of the scribes. Some people find their identity in what they wear. If only they had the right clothes, then people would think that they were cool, or that they were in style, or that they were successful in business. Other people find their identity in their social status, in being recognized for who they are. Businesses try to capitalize on this mentality by offering preferred seating, or VIP parking, or platinum service—anything to make their customers feel that they are getting ahead in life. 


  How deadly these attitudes are in the church, where we still face many temptations to pharisaical pride. We are called to be who we are in Christ—nothing more and nothing less. Instead, we are sometimes tempted to suggest, even in subtle ways, that we are more spiritual than we really are: more active in service, more faithful in prayer, more knowledgeable in the Scriptures, more concerned about people in need. Even if we do not insist on anyone giving us an honorary title or saving us a good seat in church, we secretly live for the flush of gratification that comes when people praise our ministry. But when our godliness gets overlooked, or when we feel that our service is unappreciated, our resentment begins to burn. 


  How far this is from the example of Jesus Christ, who did not seek a place for himself, but set aside the glory he deserved to serve us to the very death. What matters to our humble Savior is not what we wear, or what people call us, or where we get to sit, but who we are inside. As the Scripture says, “Man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). In the case of the scribes, what the Lord saw inside was not very pretty. His all-seeing eye penetrated their outward religiosity to see their inward insincerity. What does the Lord see in your heart? 


  In addition to their ostentatious lifestyle and their ambitious social climbing, the scribes were also guilty of pretentious intercession. They tried to enhance their spiritual reputation by offering interminable prayers in public places—in the temple courts and on the city street corners. Most people were very impressed by their prayer life, but Jesus saw it for what it really was: not piety, but hypocrisy. 


  There is a time and a place for long prayers. No one has ever understood this better than Jesus, who sometimes spent the whole night in prayer. A prayer needs to be as long as it needs to be. Sometimes we have a lot of things to pray about, and sometimes, by the grace of the Holy Spirit, we have a longing to linger in the presence of God, pouring out our praise. But our Father already knows everything about us, so simple prayers can be equally effective. Like little children who know their father’s love, we can come right out and tell God our troubles, asking him for what we need. There is no inherent virtue in praying a long prayer. 


  In fact, when long prayers are offered primarily for the benefit of anyone who might be watching, they are an offense to God. One prominent politician offered this kind of prayer at the Western Wall in Jerusalem. The politician made sure that the cameras were rolling, so that the photos would get back to the Jewish constituency back home. The photograph I saw of the incident was telling. It was shot at a wider angle, showing not only the politician at prayer, but also the crush of photographers trying to capture the moment on film. It was not so much a prayer as it was a publicity stunt. The prayer itself was not important—only the being seen to pray. 


  These sins all go together—the ostentatious lifestyle, the ambitious social climbing, and the pretentious intercession—and they all add up to deadly hypocrisy. What is disturbing is how often we fall into the same trap by caring more about what people see than about what God sees. Do you really want to be godly, or would you be content to neglect the life of the soul as long as people still thought you were more spiritual than you really are? Beware of the scribes! Do not try to be something in front of other people that is not what you are before God. 


  

  

 

THE GREATER CONDEMNATION 

  Appearances to the contrary, if we want to see what the scribes were really like, we need only to look at what they were doing to the widows in their community. This is also an excellent way to examine ourselves, because one of the best tests of true spirituality is our practical concern for the poor. 


  Widows were virtually the most vulnerable members of any ancient society. Typically they had no regular means of financial support, and thus they were dependent on what they already owned, or else on the charity of friends. They had no one to protect them, which is why the Word of God tells us to “plead the widow’s cause” (Isa. 1:17) and “visit . . . widows in their affliction” (James 1:27). 


  As spiritual leaders, the scribes should have been defending widows, but instead they were devouring them. It is hard to know exactly what this means. Maybe it means that they were offering to help widows manage their assets, but then claiming some of the proceeds for themselves. Or maybe the scribes were using their religious influence to persuade some widows to give more money to their ministry than they really could spare. Something similar happens today when unscrupulous evangelists prey on the lonely and the elderly, manipulating them into giving away their children’s inheritance. 


  But however the scribes managed to do it, they greedily used their spiritual influence for personal gain, turning the temple into a den of robbers. This was exactly the opposite of what they were supposed to be doing. Rather than taking advantage of the weak, they were supposed to be taking care of them. So the scribes were getting ministry backwards. They thought the widows were there for their benefit, rather than the other way around. 


  This mentality is a temptation for anyone in Christian ministry. We are called to give ourselves to others, the way that Jesus did, not to get something from them. Yet how easy it is for people who need money to do ministry to start thinking primarily in terms of how much people are giving or not giving to their cause. How easy it is as well to start complaining about all the trouble we are having with the people we are called to serve—the students in our class, the members in our small group, the difficult people in our outreach—as if they were there for our benefit! But if we have the love of Jesus, then we will love people for their own sakes, not for what they can give us. 


  If we are honest, most of us have to admit that we act a lot like the scribes. We do our best to look good on the outside, but so much of it is for show, and we would rather get something than give something any day. What makes this so disturbing is the statement Jesus makes at the end of the chapter: “They will receive the greater condemnation” (Luke 20:47). 


  These strong words of warning were spoken by the very person who one day will judge the world. Jesus wanted to be sure we knew how badly things will go for many religious people on the day of judgment. It will go badly enough for people who did not want anything to do with God at all, but it will be even worse for people who pretended to be spiritual and worst of all for the spiritual leaders who should have known better. This is a basic principle of divine justice: “Increased responsibility means increased accountability.”2 The more we know about God, the more he expects us to follow him in the truth, and the more he will condemn us for living a lie. “Not many of you should become teachers,” the Bible says, because “we who teach will be judged with greater strictness” (James 3:1)—judged in proportion to our hypocrisy. 


  Luke 20 gives the last of many disturbing denunciations Jesus made against the religious leaders of his day. From this and from many other things that Jesus said, we get the clear impression that he hated hypocrisy as much as any other sin. J. C. Ryle said, “No sin seems to be regarded by Christ as more sinful than hypocrisy. None certainly drew forth from His lips such frequent, strong, and withering condemnation, during the whole course of His ministry.”3


  Unfortunately, hypocrisy also happens to be one of the sins that religious people are especially prone to commit. In fact, it may be a sin that only someone who is trying to be religious can commit. Why is this sin so hateful to God? Because God wants us to be before others what we are before him, and nothing more, and also because when we try to be great ourselves (or at least seem to be great), there is hardly any room left for the greatness of God. Hypocrisy eclipses the glory of God. 


  This is why, in the end, hypocrisy will lead some people straight to hell. Charles Wesley showed this in a poem about worldly pastors. He began by writing: “They love to be preferred, adored, / Affect the state and style of lord, / And shine magnificently great.” Then Wesley alluded to what Jesus said about the scribes: “Greedy the church’s goods to seize, / Their wealth they without end increase, / And the poor widow’s house devour.” But what will become of such men in the end? Wesley’s poem closes with these chilling words: 


  O what a change they soon shall know,
 When torn away by death, they go
 Reluctant from their splendid feasts,
 Condemned in hottest flames to dwell,
 And find the spacious courts of hell
 Paved with the skulls of Christian Priests!4


  


  Wesley’s words may sound harsh, but they were written with merciful intent and they are true to what Jesus said. The hypocrites of the church—especially spiritual leaders who betray their sacred trust to care for the people of God—will fall under the everlasting condemnation of a holy and almighty God. The Bible says that anyone who does not believe in Jesus Christ does not have eternal life and is already under the condemnation of God (see John 3:18). But on the basis of what Jesus said, some people will be more greatly condemned than others—people who pretended to belong to God but never really did. 


  The only way to escape this condemnation is to put our genuine faith in Jesus, for there is “now no condemnation for those who are in Christ” (Rom. 8:1). Whatever we are or are not, let us be what we are before God and a watching world. If we are sinners, let us admit that we are sinners, and seek to be saved by grace. If we are not very good Christians, let us admit that we are not very good Christians, and ask God to make us better. In the meantime, let us offer to God only what is genuinely and sincerely true, however weak it is, and however unworthy we are. 


  

  

 

THE WIDOW’S MITES 

  If anyone seemed weak and unworthy, it was the woman Jesus and his disciples saw putting her two cents into the offering box at the temple. Yet Luke is giving us another one of his brilliant contrasts, like white lace on black velvet. 


  This widow’s piety provides the perfect counterexample to the hypocrisy of the scribes. The scribes wanted to seem religious, but they did not want to make any sacrifices for the kingdom of God. Then along came a poor widow who gave more to God than all of them put together: “Jesus looked up and saw the rich putting their gifts into the offering box, and he saw a poor widow put in two small copper coins. And he said, ‘Truly, I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all of them. For they all contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her poverty put in all she had to live on’” (Luke 21:1–4). 


  It was the week of Passover, and pilgrims had come to Jerusalem from all over Israel in order to pay their vows to God. In those days there were thirteen collection boxes at the temple, each with a narrow opening at the top.5 People simply walked up at any time to put their money in the box. While Jesus was there with his disciples, rich people were coming up to give their offerings. Presumably it was obvious they were rich from the way that they dressed, and also because it took them so long to make their contributions. We get the impression that some of them may have been doing this for show, but it was still appropriate for them to give their money to God—a lot of money, given their income. They were doing what they should have done. 


  Naturally some people were very impressed with how much these rich people were giving. They seemed to be doing more for God than most people. But Jesus was unimpressed. What he noticed instead was a poor old woman who put in two little pennies. The word that Luke uses for these coins (lepta) refers to copper currency that was worth only one four hundredth of a shekel. 


  What the widow gave was hardly big enough to clink as it fell into the treasury. But as far as Jesus was concerned, her contribution was worth more than everything the rich people gave. This is what Jesus meant when he said she “put in more than all of them” (Luke 21:3); he meant more than all of them combined. Kent Hughes comments: “Jesus held in his hands the balance scales of eternity. On one side he emptied all the contents of the thirteen trumpets—the shekels, the denarii, the heavy gold and silver. On the other side he placed the two minuscule copper coins. And the massive load of the rich gave way to the eternal weight of the widow’s tiny offerings.”6


  Jesus said this because rather than comparing what one person gave to what another person gave, he compared what each person gave to what each person had. The rich people were giving a lot, but then they had a lot to give. As Jesus put it, they were giving “out of their abundance” (Luke 21:4). They had so much money to begin with that even after they had made their contributions, they still had money to spare. 


  The widow gave everything she had—literally, “all she had to live on” (Luke 21:4). The word that Jesus uses to describe her financial situation (hysterēmatos) indicates extreme poverty. The woman had hardly anything to call her own. She was destitute—the poorest of the poor—and when she left the temple that day, she had nothing left to call her own in all the world. 


  Given her desperate financial straits, it would have been perfectly appropriate for the widow to keep her money. If she believed it was her biblical duty to tithe, giving one tenth of her income to God, then she could have rounded her two coins down to zero. Besides, this was all the money she had to live on—her very life was at stake. It certainly would have been appropriate for her to give one penny to God and keep the other penny for herself. At that rate she would have been giving God 50 percent, which is more than most people give! Instead, in a practical act of total devotion, she gave all her pennies to God. 


  The Bible does not tell us why the woman did this, but I think we know what she believed about God—what she had to believe about God to do this. She had to believe that God was glorious, because she was giving him all her earthly treasure. She had to believe that God was gracious, because she was responding with the kind of costly generosity that only grace compels. She had to believe that God was provident, because once she had nothing left to live on, she would have to depend on him for absolutely everything. To her everlasting credit, here was a woman who offered God unconditional faith, undying gratitude, and unrestrained praise. 


  

  

 

RICH CHRISTIAN, POOR CHRISTIAN 

  Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matt. 6:21). By that standard, when this woman gave her two little coins she was really putting her heart into the box, offering her whole self to God. How different she was from the scribes! They were all about what was on the outside, but she was living for God on the inside, so what came out of her was really there. This is what God wants from us: not just our money, but ourselves, from the inside all the way out. 


  If it is true that we always put our money where our heart is, then one of the best ways to tell what is inside of us is by what we give to God. However, we have to measure this the way that Jesus does and not the way we usually do: not in comparison to what other people give, but in comparison to our own financial situation. This is one of the basic principles of God’s economy. He takes into account how much we have and values what we give in proportion to what we have been given. 


  How extraordinarily encouraging this is for Christians who are living in poverty! Jesus sees what is in our bank account, he knows what is in our hearts, and he judges accordingly. Even if we have almost nothing, he prizes what we give as highly as a king’s ransom. No one should ever think that the small contributions of poor Christians are almost worthless. On the contrary, by grace they are worth as much to God as anything, and they will receive the praise of Jesus Christ. Furthermore, God will use them richly for the work of his kingdom. Just think what God has done with the two little coins that the widow gave—what a wealth of encouragement the church has received from her example of sacrificial giving. God has multiplied her gift by millions and billions! 


  At the same time, the principle of proportionality ought to be deeply disturbing to Christians who have as much money as most Americans have. Cyril of Alexandria was right when he told his congregation that this story from the Gospel of Luke “may perhaps irritate some among the rich.”7 Indeed, it may well irritate us, because we are some of the richest Christians in the history of the world, with the capacity to give more for the kingdom of God than almost anyone has ever given. 


  Yet we are giving out of our abundance, and therefore in comparison with the widow we are giving practically nothing. We have so much that even when we give a little it seems like a lot and we are easily satisfied with what we give, as if we have really done something generous for God. But what would it take for us to give as much as the widow gave? It would take most of us months to do it, for one thing, because we have so much property to get rid of. It is good for us to give God whatever we have been giving, but if we are rich, we should not think more highly of our giving than God does. Beware of the scribes! Do not look at your financial giving on the outside, the way the scribes do, but on the inside, the way that God does. 


  John Calvin summarized what this story means for the rich and the poor by saying: 


  The lesson is useful in two ways. The Lord encourages the poor, who appear to lack the means of doing well, not to doubt that they testify to their enthusiasm for Him even with a slender contribution. If they consecrate themselves, their offering which appears mean and trivial will be no less precious than if they had offered all the treasures of Croesus. On the other hand, those who have a richer supply and stand out for their large giving are told that it is not enough if their generosity far exceeds the commoners and the underprivileged, for with God it rates less for a rich man to give a moderate sum from a large mass, than for a poor man to exhaust himself in paying out something very small.8


  


  Bishop Joseph Parker drew the contrast even more sharply: “The gold of affluence which is given because it is not needed, God hurls to the bottomless pit; but the copper tinged with blood He lifts and kisses into the gold of eternity.”9


  

  

 

TREASURE FROM THE HEART 

  The point of all this is not to set a percentage that every Christian has to give, or even to compare how much we give to what the widow gave in the Gospel. Not every Christian is called to give everything away the way that she did. The point is to have a heart for God and a heart for giving. Missionary statesman Paul Kooistra puts it this way: “The question is not, ‘How large is my gift going to be to God’s kingdom work?’ The real question is, ‘How large a place will God have in my life?’”10


  When your heart is right before God, you will give as much as you can. Doubtless you will give more than you are giving right now—maybe much more—even more than (you think) you can spare. 


  Giving more is the right thing to do. It is right because we live in a world that desperately needs the mercy of the gospel in word and deed. It is right because through the work of missionaries, evangelists, and church planters our money can change people’s lives for eternity. But most of all, it is the right thing to do because of the extravagant grace that God has offered to us in Jesus Christ, who laid down his life for our sins. Given everything that God himself has given to us, we should give ourselves back to him. Sacrificial grace demands sacrificial giving. 


  When I was a student at Philadelphia’s Westminster Theological Seminary, I was always impressed by a framed notice in the lobby of Machen Hall. The notice read as follows: “Fannie Mulder was called to Glory on October 20, 1987. In a letter from her attorney we learned that she had only the following personal property in her possession when she died, having been on title 19 for the last few years.” Then the notice listed the contents of Mulder’s apartment. She had some clothes: six robes, two sweaters, thirteen adult diapers, nineteen hospital gowns, one pair of slippers, and five pairs of socks (plus two singles). She also had some personal items: a purse, a mirror, an old thimble, a toothbrush, a comb, some soap, some powder bottles, and a pair of reading glasses. She needed the glasses so she could read her two copies of the Bible, and her Psalter for singing. 


  In addition to a broken radio, the only other thing Fannie Mulder had in her possession was some money. Do you know how much she had? Not much: only twelve cents—a dime and two pennies. But the lawyer explained that the old woman had drawn up a will because she felt strongly that she should invest whatever she had in the work of the kingdom of God. After the will went through probate, the seminary was the beneficiary of the dime and the two pennies, now gratefully displayed on campus as the lasting testimony of a woman who gave Jesus everything she had. 


  What legacy are you leaving? The widow in the Gospels had only two cents, but she gave them both to Jesus. Fannie Mulder had a lot more than two cents. She had twelve cents, and she gave them all to Jesus too. How much do you have? Whatever you have—whether you are giving out of poverty or abundance—give it all to Jesus. 
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 THE BEGINNING OF THE END

  Luke 21:5–19
  


  “By your endurance you will gain your lives.” (Luke 21:19) 


  The second temple in Jerusalem was magnificent. With its lofty parapets and grand colonnades, it was one of the most beautiful buildings in the history of the world. According to Josephus, 


  The whole of the outer works of the temple was in the highest degree worthy of admiration; for it was completely covered with gold plates, which, when the sun was shining on them, glittered so dazzlingly that they blinded the eyes of the beholders not less than when one gazed at the sun’s rays themselves. And on the other sides, where there was no gold, the blocks of marble were of such a pure white that to strangers who had never previously seen them (from a distance) they looked like a mountain of snow.1


  


  In those days most Israelites lived in modest houses of mud, brick, or stone. So when they went up to the temple to worship, they were almost overwhelmed with feelings of joy and awe. “We shall be satisfied with the goodness of your house,” the people sang, “the holiness of your temple!” (Ps. 65:4). This was the house of their God. 


  Each year when they went up to Jerusalem, pilgrims would look to see what had been added to the temple. By the time of Christ it had been under construction for almost fifty years (see John 2:20), and from time to time wealthy patrons would add decorative flourishes in gold or precious gems. The conversation Luke describes must have been common: while Jesus was teaching, “some were speaking of the temple, how it was adorned with noble stones and offerings” (Luke 21:5). 


  

  

 

THE FALL OF THE TEMPLE 

  Rather than joining in the general admiration for the temple’s praiseworthy construction, Jesus prophesied that soon the whole building would be torn down: “As for these things that you see, the days will come when there will not be left here one stone upon another that will not be thrown down” (Luke 21:6). 


  This was an astonishing prophecy—an almost unbelievable prediction of coming cataclysm. Some of the temple’s massive marble foundation stones were forty feet long. They weighed more than one hundred tons! But Jesus said they would all fall down. He was right: all the words of his prophecy came true. When the Romans sacked Jerusalem in A.D. 70, they tore down the temple stone by stone. 


  This catastrophe was an act of divine judgment. God was punishing his people for rejecting his Christ. The destruction of the temple was also a gospel sign of the new salvation that God had provided in Jesus. The ancient system of Jewish religion had come to an end. The old temple sacrifices no longer atoned for sin. Now the only temple that mattered was the temple of Jesus—his own body—which was torn down from the cross and raised again from the grave (see John 2:19–22), giving eternal life to every Jew and every Gentile who trusts in him. 


  Amazingly, when the disciples heard what Jesus said about the destruction of the temple, they believed that what he said was true. The only thing they wanted to know was when it would all happen. “Teacher,” they said, “when will these things be, and what will be the sign when these things are about to take place?” (Luke 21:7). Naturally, the disciples were hoping to get some kind of warning before the great and terrible day when the temple would be destroyed. 


  When people heard Jesus say the temple would be destroyed, they probably thought he was talking about the final judgment. From their perspective, the destruction of the temple would be the end of the world. So they were thinking about the end times, and the main question they had was not if or how, but when. This is the question people always have about the coming judgment: When will it be the end of the world? 


  Jesus knew that this question often leads people into unwise and unhealthy speculation, so immediately he clarified what he was saying. His answer addresses both the more immediate question of the destruction of the temple and the bigger question of the end of the world. This dual perspective was necessary because what Jesus said about the temple made people think about the final judgment, and Jesus wanted to put both events into their proper perspective. This makes his answer somewhat complex, and to some people confusing, but if we study what Jesus said carefully, his meaning will become clear. 


  Studying Luke 21 is a little bit like wearing bifocals. The destruction of the temple is near at hand. Many of the prophecies in this chapter deal with specific events that happened before and during the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Yet the end of the world is always in the background, and we constantly need to keep it in our gaze. The destruction of the temple is a portent of the final judgment; it is the beginning of the end. So Jesus extends the discussion from the destruction of the temple all the way to the end of the world. Looking beyond his first coming to his second coming, he uses the kind of messianic and apocalyptic language that the Old Testament prophets used when they talked about the great and terrible day of the Lord. 


  Nearly all of the earliest and best commentators of Scripture looked at Luke 21 with this double focus. In fact, this is the way biblical prophecy usually works. There are near fulfillments and far fulfillments. If we look only at the near fulfillments, we miss the big picture. But to understand the far fulfillments at all we also have to look closely at what the prophet was saying to God’s people in his own time and place. 


  Here in Luke 21 the immediate historical context is the time leading up to and including the fall of Jerusalem. Thus the commands of Jesus apply most directly to the disciples who lived through those terrible days. However, the backdrop to that historical act of divine judgment is the judgment that is still to come. Therefore, the exhortations in this passage also apply to us now and in the future as we face various trials and tribulations before the second coming of Jesus Christ. 


  

  

 

DON’T GO CRAZY! 

  To help us know how to live from now until the end of the world, Jesus gives four practical exhortations that we can list as a series of “don’ts”: don’t be led astray; don’t be afraid; don’t miss the opportunity to witness; and don’t give up. 


  Here is the first exhortation, which comes in the form of a warning: do not be led astray by any wild ideas about the end of the world. To be specific, do not let anyone fool you with a false messiah, or with rash predictions about when the end will come. Jesus said, “See that you are not led astray. For many will come in my name, saying, ‘I am he!’ and, ‘The time is at hand!’ Do not go after them” (Luke 21:8). 


  Jesus knew that talking about the end of the world always seems to bring out the crazy in some people. In fact, people seem to make more mistakes in this area of theology than in any other. Sometimes they follow the teaching of a false messiah. In the seventeenth century it was Sabbatai Sevi, whom thousands of European Jews worshiped as the Christ. In the twentieth century it was men like Jim Jones and David Koresh—cult leaders who led their followers to their deaths. 


  Sometimes the problem is people who try to forecast the future. They develop complex theories about coming events that supposedly are based on biblical prophecy, but in charting out the future they go well beyond what the Scriptures actually teach. Sensational books like Hal Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth or Tim LaHaye’s Left Behind series may make for interesting reading, but they contain all kinds of eschatological speculations that leave people with many wrong ideas about theology and the end of the world. 


  Then there are all the strange ideas people come up with when they try to connect today’s political events with specific prophecies in the Bible. Usually this kind of speculation focuses on America’s foreign policy towards Israel and the Middle East. 


  Some people even try to predict when Jesus will come again. There always seems to be some fringe religious group somewhere setting a date for the end of the world. So far they have all been proved wrong, but often they come up with some sort of explanation and set another date. Radio preacher Harold Camping was wrong about 1994, so he said the world would probably end in 2011. To make your own guess, just read “The Rapture Index,” a Web site which claims to be “the Dow Jones Industrial Average” for eschatology—“the prophetic speedometer of end-time activity.” The Rapture Index goes up or down depending on the price of oil, the climate in Africa, the peace process in the Middle East, and dozens of other variables. Supposedly such events help us know how fast the end is coming. 


  Jesus knew it would be like this. He knew that people would always be coming up with strange ideas about the end of the world that would lead people away from his gospel, including lots of ideas that misuse Scripture. So rather than making his own prediction, he gave some good pastoral advice, which we have needed ever since: do not be led astray. 


  

  

 

IT’S NOT THE END OF THE WORLD 

  Jesus also told us not to be afraid. This is important, because when people start thinking about the end times, they often get frightened. It is terrifying to think what will happen at the end of the world, when Jesus comes again and we all appear before God for judgment. Peter said, “The heavens and earth that now exist are stored up for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly” (2 Peter 3:7). He also said, “The day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed” (2 Peter 3:10). 


  When we hear a prophecy like that, it is easy to start panicking about the future. It is also easy to prey upon people’s fears and whip them into a frenzy of end-times hysteria. But Jesus tells us not to be afraid of what is going to happen: “And when you hear of wars and tumults, do not be terrified, for these things must first take place, but the end will not be at once” (Luke 21:9). 


  This is the answer to the specific question that people were asking: “When will these things be, and what will be the sign that these things are about to take place?” (Luke 21:7). Notice that Jesus does not answer the question directly. If God wanted us to know exactly when the end of all things will come, he would have told us. Instead, Jesus prophesied that many terrible things would happen first. It would not all happen all at once. Even the destruction of the temple was not the end of the world. 


  In the following verses Jesus went on to describe some other signs of the coming judgment: “Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be great earthquakes, and in various places famines and pestilences. And there will be terrors and great signs from heaven” (Luke 21:10–11). 


  All of these things happened in the years leading up to the destruction of Jerusalem. Nation rose against nation. To be specific, there was a Jewish insurrection against Rome that began in A.D. 66 and finally led to the destruction of Jerusalem. There were great earthquakes, such as the powerful tremor across Phrygia in A.D. 61, or a powerful earthquake at Pompeii two years later. There were famines in various places during the reign of the emperor Claudius, and then again under Nero. There were also cosmic signs in the heavens, like the comet recorded in Josephus.2


  These were all signs of the coming judgment, and Jerusalem was not destroyed until all of these things had taken place. We find ourselves in a similar situation. We see nation rise against nation. We hear about great earthquakes and other natural disasters. There is famine in various places, and other terrors in many parts of the world. It all has to happen. It is not the end of the world, yet it does remind us of the end of the world, and therefore it can be very frightening. 


  What fears do you have about the future? Some people worry about the next natural disaster, or the next terrorist strike, or the next financial depression. Others have dark fears about a nuclear attack on American soil, or feel anxious about the scarcity of precious resources like oil or water leading to global war. 


  Whatever disasters strike, and whatever fears we may have about the future, it is not the end of the world—at least not yet. Jesus speaks to all our anxieties when he says, “Do not be terrified” (Luke 21:9). The main thing that people wanted to know was when the end would come. Jesus spoke to that question by saying that there were many things that had to happen first, but he also addressed an even deeper issue by telling us not to be afraid. People wanted to know the warning signs for the destruction of the temple and the end of the world because they were afraid of what would happen to them. It was not so much the exact timetable they were interested in as it was their own personal safety. Jesus reassured them—not by revealing when the world would end, but by telling them not to be afraid. 


  The terrors described in these verses first took place in the first century. However, the apocalyptic language used to describe them also applies to our own situation. The kinds of disasters that Jesus prophesied have happened many times over in the history of the world, and they will happen again. Every time they happen, they are signs of the coming judgment that remind us to get ready for the end of the world. So every time they happen, we should remember the words of Jesus: “Do not be afraid.” 


  This practical exhortation is for us as much as it was for the original disciples. Jesus told them not to be afraid because it was not the end of the world. It is not the end of the world for us either, but we have even more reason not to be afraid. We serve a living Savior, who has demonstrated his power over sin and death by rising from the grave. We serve a mighty Savior, who ascended to heaven and is ruling the whole universe for his glory. This Savior has sent the Holy Spirit to be with us in every dark place, at every hour of trouble. Whatever disaster may come, God is with us, and Jesus always says to us: Do not be afraid! 


  

  

 

WHEN OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS 

  One of the reasons it is so desperately important for us not to be afraid is that trials and tribulations give us an extraordinary opportunity for evangelism. If we are fearless in the face of danger, we will be ready to do what we are told to do in verse 13, and seize the opportunity to tell people about Jesus. 


  It is easy to be afraid of the future. America gives almost every indication that it is a nation in spiritual decline. We are living in a decadent, arrogant, hyperindividualized, oversexed, ultramaterialistic culture. Whether we will suffer a sudden collapse or go through a long, slow, dispiriting decline remains to be seen. But it seems inevitable that God’s judgment will come, as well as growing opposition to the church. 


  Jesus prophesied the same kinds of difficulties for the people of his generation. He said that Jerusalem would be destroyed. “But before all this,” he said, “they will lay their hands on you and persecute you, delivering you up to the synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors for my name’s sake” (Luke 21:12). He also said: “You will be delivered up even by parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and some of you they will put to death. You will be hated by all for my name’s sake” (Luke 21:16–17). 


  These prophecies referred specifically to the persecution that the first Christians faced in Israel and across the Mediterranean in the decades between the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the fall of Jerusalem. In verses 8 and 9 Jesus indicated that the destruction of the temple would come before the end of the world; here he makes it clear that something else would happen before the temple was destroyed, namely, the persecution of the church—both by Jews (the religious community) and by Gentiles (the secular state). 


  What terrible hardships Jesus prophesied: prison, betrayal, hatred, and death! Of course all of these prophecies came true, as Luke documented in the second volume of his writings, which we know today as the book of Acts. When Peter preached in Solomon’s portico, he was arrested, imprisoned, and brought before the Sanhedrin for trial (Acts 3:11–4:22)—just as Jesus prophesied. The apostle was released with a warning not to preach again, but he went right on preaching the gospel. Soon he was arrested again, and beaten (Acts 5:17–42). Stephen suffered a much worse fate: he was put to death (Acts 7:54–60). Later James suffered the same fate at the hands of King Herod (Acts 12:1–2). 


  Then there were all the persecutions of Paul—both the ones he perpetrated before he became a Christian (Acts 8:1–3) and the ones he suffered afterwards for the cause of Christ. Paul was delivered up to the synagogues and prisons (e.g., Acts 16:16–24; 17:1–9); he was brought before kings and governors (e.g., Acts 24–25); he was hated by almost everyone for Jesus’ sake (see 1 Cor. 4:13). Eventually, like all the other apostles except for John, he died a violent death. 


  This privilege of suffering for Jesus’ sake was not limited to the apostles. Many ordinary Christians were also persecuted for their faith. Think of all the cruelties that Nero inflicted on the believers in Rome—the burnings and crucifixions they suffered for their Savior, who himself was crucified by the Romans. 


  The words of Jesus were part of their preparation for all these persecutions. Jesus wanted his disciples to know, in advance, what they would suffer for his sake, so they would be ready to bear witness for him. Every time they were attacked they had a chance to preach the cross and the empty tomb. “This will be your opportunity to bear witness,” Jesus said. “Settle it therefore in your minds not to meditate beforehand how to answer, for I will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your adversaries will be able to withstand or contradict” (Luke 21:13–15). 


  All of these words came true as well. As we read through the book of Acts, we never find the apostles at a loss for words. On the contrary, every time they are arrested or imprisoned, they make such a bold declaration of their faith in Jesus Christ that they silence all their accusers. “We must obey God rather than men,” Peter and John said to the Sanhedrin (Acts 5:29), and when they were released from custody, “they did not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 5:42). Stephen kept preaching the gospel right up to his very last breath. The more they persecuted Paul, the bolder he became in his witness for Christ, so that when he arrives in Rome at the end of Acts he is “proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance” (Acts 28:31). In the very moments of their greatest trials, the Holy Spirit was with the apostles and helped them know exactly what to say. 


  This is what almost always happens when Christians are persecuted: by the grace of God, they bear witness to the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ, with the result that many people are saved through the cross and the empty tomb. We should not pray for persecutions, which are a great sin against God. But neither should we despair when Christians are under attack, because often that is when the church has its brightest and boldest witness. 


  Do not be afraid of the enemies of the gospel in all the places of spiritual darkness. The more hatred any society has for Christ, the clearer it becomes what difference it makes to be a Christian. Whether it is under the oppression of communism, or against the evil of Islam, or even in our own godless society, God is always giving us opportunities for witness. The week that I am writing these words, a man in Afghanistan has been on trial for converting to Christianity from Islam. Under the pressure of world opinion, the man was released from prison, but only on the grounds that he was mentally insane. Apparently some people think you would have to be at least a little bit crazy to stand up for Christ in a Muslim society. But the man is not crazy; he is simply a Christian. The opposition he suffers is his opportunity to bear witness, and whether he lives or dies, God will use his testimony to bring other Muslims to faith in Jesus Christ. 


  The promises that Jesus made about knowing what to say were specifically for the apostles, who were directly inspired by the Holy Spirit (see Mark 13:11) and whose words are recorded in Scripture. When Jesus told them that they did not need to plan their answers in advance, he did not mean that preachers should never prepare their sermons, or that Christians do not need to write out their testimony or memorize a basic outline of the gospel. On the contrary, the Bible talks about “always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15). 


  Nevertheless, what Jesus said in Luke 21 does apply in a general way to every believer, including the promise that the Spirit will help us know what to say. We are in essentially the same situation the first Christians were in. They were waiting for the destruction of the temple. We too are waiting—waiting for judgment. Already we see signs of the coming destruction: wars, earthquakes, and other terrors. There is still time for people to repent of their sin and come to faith in Christ. We will have many perfect opportunities to witness for Jesus, and we do not want to miss any of them. 


  The more opposition we suffer, the better our opportunities will be, and the Holy Spirit will help us take advantage of them. Even if we do not say exactly the right thing, as the apostles did, the Spirit will take what we say and use it for the glory of God. Often the fact that we are willing to say anything at all for Jesus is more important than what it is that we say. Too many Christians fail to take advantage of the opportunities they have for witness because they are afraid of making a mistake. This is partly a failure of nerve, but it also betrays a failure to trust in the work of the Holy Spirit, who will help us witness for Christ. Do not worry about what to say, but simply give God something that he can use, and he will use it for his glory. 


  Do not miss your opportunity to bear witness! Every difficult circumstance is an opportunity to tell people about Jesus. In fact, Luke 21:13 is a good verse to memorize and then remember in times of trial. When we are hospitalized with a serious illness, or suffer the grief that comes with a painful loss, or are criticized for thinking and acting like a Christian, the Holy Spirit will remind us of the words of Jesus: “This will be your opportunity to bear witness.” 


  

  

 

DON’T GIVE UP! 

  We are called to keep on witnessing to the very end. Jesus ends the first part of this discourse with a final word of encouragement and exhortation. Having told his disciples not to be led astray, or to be afraid, or to miss their opportunity for witness, he tells them not to give up: “But not a hair of your head will perish. By your endurance you will gain your lives” (Luke 21:18–19). 


  This raises an immediate and obvious question. In verse 16 Jesus said that some of his followers would be killed (as in fact they were), but here in verses 18 and 19 he says that they will not perish after all. Isn’t this a contradiction? 


  The answer is that in verse 16 Jesus is talking about death in the physical sense, but in verses 18 and 19 he is talking about spiritual life. The word “lives” (in this phrase, “you will gain your lives”) could also be translated “souls,” and when Jesus talks about the hairs of their heads, he is not speaking literally but metaphorically, using a poetic expression for eternal life. Whatever people did to their earthly bodies, their eternal souls could not be touched: “Although they are to suffer physical pain and death, they can never be plucked from the protecting hand of God—nothing will happen to them outside His will, and He will make all things work together for their highest welfare and their eternal salvation, and at His second advent they will arise with glorified, celestial bodies in which there will be no defect or injury.”3


  Remember, this is the Savior who said that if we lose our lives for him we will save them in the end. Now he has gone ahead of us into glory, and our place in heaven is secure. What courage and confidence this ought to give us as we live for Christ in evil days. We have nothing to fear, because for those who trust in Jesus, even death will be destroyed. If by grace we persevere to the very end, we will be saved forever. 


  The words of Jesus from this farewell prophecy make a dramatic difference in desperate times of danger. A powerful example comes from the preaching ministry of Donald Grey Barnhouse.4 It was the summer of 1939. While Barnhouse had been preaching in Scotland, his family was vacationing on the coast of France. He was scheduled to be in Belfast, Northern Ireland, by Saturday night, but first he decided to make a quick trip to France so that he could be with his family. 


  On his way out of Britain Dr. Barnhouse was warned that he might not make it back in time to preach on Sunday. Europe was in turmoil; there were rumors of war, as Hitler threatened to march on Danzig. Barnhouse decided to take his chances, but the official who stamped his passport said, “Don’t forget that I warned you.” 


  This proved to be a prescient warning. Just a few days later Hitler invaded Poland and all flights to England were cancelled. Dr. Barnhouse had to make a long, slow journey overland to Paris and then back to the French coast in order to catch a ferry across to England. Everywhere he went there were signs of the coming battle. Church bells were ringing across the countryside—the tocsins of war. Trains were jammed with soldiers mobilizing for war, and some of the towns they passed would be destroyed in the subsequent bombing. Barnhouse made his passage to England late at night, and while he was visiting with the ship’s captain the radio reported that the prime minister had issued Germany an ultimatum: unless the Nazis withdrew from Poland, Britain would go to war. It would be the last civilian steamship to cross the English Channel until the war was over. 


  London was as chaotic as Paris had been. The railway platforms were lined with children being evacuated to the countryside. Many of them were crying—some of the first victims of war. Barnhouse crossed the countryside by train, and then took another night passage, this time to Northern Ireland. By the time he reached Belfast it was three in the morning, and he had only a few hours to get some rest before the morning worship service. 


  The church was packed, with everyone expecting the declaration of war to be announced at any time. The church’s pastor was only too happy for Barnhouse to preach, and kept saying, “Thank God you’re here! I pray that God will give you something to say to the lads. This may be the last sermon that some of them ever hear.” Then, just as Barnhouse was getting ready to step into the pulpit, one of the elders slipped a note to the pastor, who passed it along to Barnhouse. The note said, “No reply from Hitler. The prime minister has declared war.” 


  Barnhouse began by telling the congregation that he had a perfect text for them that morning—a text first spoken by the Lord Jesus Christ as a command to his people: “You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed.” He then recounted the alarming experiences he had on his way to Belfast. As he described each terror, he stopped and repeated his text: Do not be alarmed. The siren will sound, and soldiers will mobilize: Do not be alarmed. Millions of homes will be broken up: Do not be alarmed. Children will be torn from their mothers, and their cries will represent the wails that are going up all over the world. But Jesus said, “Do not be alarmed.” 


  As Barnhouse went through this litany of lamentation, piling monstrous grief on agonizing horror, the tension in the church was mounting. Finally, Barnhouse stopped and said, “These words are either the words of a madman or they are the words of God.” Then he shook his fist toward heaven, and cried out, “Oh, God, unless Jesus Christ is God, these words are the most horrible that could be spoken to men who have hearts that can weep and bowels that can be gripped by human suffering. Men are dying. Do not be alarmed? Children are crying in their misery with no beloved face in sight. Do not be alarmed? How can Jesus Christ say such a thing?” 


  Then Barnhouse gave the answer: Jesus Christ is God. He is the Lord of history. He is the God of detailed circumstance. Nothing has ever happened without God knowing it. The sin of man has reduced the world to passion and fury. Men tear at each other’s throats. Yet in the midst of the history in which Jesus is Lord, everyone who believes in him will know the power of his resurrection and will learn that no event, however terrible, can ever separate us from the love of God. 


  This is our hope in all the difficulties of life—the trials and tribulations, the sufferings and the heartbreaks, with all our fears about the future. Jesus says, “Do not be led astray, and do not be afraid, but trust me to the very end.” When we have this kind of confidence, we will be bolder in our witness—not as bold as Dr. Barnhouse perhaps, but bold enough to do something useful for the kingdom of God. 
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  4. Donald Grey Barnhouse first told this story in his studies on the “Epistle to the Romans,” part 55 (Philadelphia: The Bible Study Hour, 1955), 4–12. 
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 FROM JERUSALEM TO
 THE END OF THE WORLD

  Luke 21:20–28  


  “Jerusalem will be trampled underfoot by the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled. . . . Now when these things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.” (Luke 21:24b, 28) 


  Has any city ever endured a more crushing defeat or witnessed more terrible suffering than Jerusalem? The ancient city fell to the Romans in A.D. 70. After long months of siege, during which famine wasted everyone to the bone, Jerusalem was conquered by Titus, the son of the emperor Vespasian. The temple was burned to the ground, and every last man, woman, and child in Jerusalem was either killed or taken captive. 


  The unspeakable horrors of those dreadful days are recorded by Josephus in The Wars of the Jews.1 Many of the stories that famous historian tells in vivid detail can scarcely be repeated: human sacrifice, cannibalism, crucifixion. By the end, the living envied the dead who were lying unburied in the streets. 


  As Josephus told this terrible tale, of which he himself was an eyewitness, he offered a lament for the city he loved and lost: “O most wretched city, what misery so great as this didst thou suffer from the Romans, when they came to purify thee from thy intense hatred! For thou couldst be no longer a place fit for God, nor couldst thou longer continue in being, after thou hadst been a sepulcher for the bodies of thine own people, and hadst made the holy house itself a burying-place!” Then the historian became a theologian as he offered this explanation for Jerusalem’s devastation. It was because of “the anger of that God who is the author of thy destruction.”2


  

  

 

THE FALL OF JERUSALEM 

  Josephus was right: Jerusalem fell to the Romans because it was under the judgment of almighty God. It all happened just the way that Jesus prophesied. Decades before Titus besieged Jerusalem, Jesus said the city would fall and its temple would be torn to the ground. He did not make this prophecy with joy, but with sorrow, for he knew what terrible suffering it would bring. Listen to the words of his lament: 


  But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation has come near. . . . For these are days of vengeance, to fulfill all that is written. Alas for women who are pregnant and for those who are nursing infants in those days! For there will be great distress upon the earth and wrath against this people. They will fall by the edge of the sword and be led captive among all nations, and Jerusalem will be trampled underfoot by the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled. (Luke 21:20, 22–24) 


  


  When Jesus spoke about “desolation”—or “the abomination of desolation,” as other Gospels have it (e.g., Matt. 24:15; cf. Dan. 11:31)—his listeners immediately would have thought of something that happened centuries earlier, when Antiochus IV Epiphanes desecrated the holy temple of God. In 167 B.C. that infamous Greek king conquered Jerusalem, erected a statue of Zeus in the temple courts, and sacrificed pigs in the Holy of Holies—an outrageous sacrilege that enraged the people of God. Now Jesus was prophesying another desolation. Soon enemy troops would invade the holy city. The standard of the Roman legion would be raised over Jerusalem and the city would be destroyed again. 


  All of these prophecies came true. Some forty years after Jesus spoke these words, Titus marched on Jerusalem and enemy armies laid siege to the city, surrounding it for almost half a year. By the end of the Roman onslaught, famine had reduced the citizens to such absolute desperation that they were eating the very dust of the ground. What a terrible time it was to be pregnant, or to be the mother of young children, as Jesus knew it would be. Nursing mothers had no milk to give their suckling children. Some babies were left to die, and some were put to death (cf. Deut. 28:56–57). 


  By the time the walls were broken through and the mighty Romans finally entered Jerusalem, they met with little resistance. The temple was burned to the ground. So many men, women, and children were put to the sword that Josephus claimed that as many as a million Jews were killed, with an additional hundred thousand taken prisoner. The Roman historian Tacitus said it was only half that number, but either way, the loss of life was staggering.3 After the survivors were led away in chains, scarcely a single Jew was left alive in the entire city. Has any city ever endured a more crushing defeat or witnessed more terrible suffering? 


  If we ask why all of this happened, the answer is that it was God’s judgment against Jerusalem’s sin. Jesus indicated this by the words that he used to describe the city’s destruction. “These are days of vengeance,” he said, “to fulfill all that is written” (Luke 21:22); “There will be . . . wrath against this people” (Luke 21:23). This is the vocabulary of divine judgment. “Vengeance” is the unique prerogative of almighty God, who alone has the right to judge people for their sins. “Wrath” is his holy hatred of sin, with his settled determination to punish it. The fall of Jerusalem was an act of God’s justice that fulfilled the ancient law of Moses: “If you will not obey the voice of the LORD your God or be careful to do all his commandments and his statutes . . . then . . . cursed shall you be in the city” (Deut. 29:15–16). 


  What had Jerusalem done to deserve such a disaster? Jesus preached against many of the city’s prevailing sins in the Gospels, but the city’s most grievous sin was to reject the Christ by killing him on the cross. There were some believers in Jerusalem, of course, and God gave the people who lived there plenty of time to repent—four decades between the crucifixion of Jesus and the fall of Jerusalem. But by and large the religious community there did not receive Jesus as the Christ. 


  In the end, the whole old system of temple sacrifice had to be destroyed, while those who defended it perished. Jesus had offered the one and only once-and-for-all sacrifice for all the sins of all his people. Once he died and rose again, the old temple in Jerusalem was no longer the dwelling place of God, and God would not allow it to stand over against the true temple of Christ. It had to be torn down—not by Christians, but by the Romans, who were serving as instruments of divine justice. 


  This is a reminder of what our own sins deserve. As a matter of justice, we all deserve the wrath and curse of God. At the same time, what happened to Jerusalem is a warning to take seriously what Jesus says about the coming judgment. When it comes to prophecies of destruction, Jesus has a perfect track record. He is the omniscient Son of God, with full foreknowledge of the future. Up until now, all of his words have come true, including his words of judgment on Jerusalem. Therefore, we should believe whatever Jesus says about the coming day of Judgment, and about the pains that sinners will suffer forever, if they die without Christ. 


  When Charles Spurgeon preached on this passage, he said that the siege of Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple served as “a kind of rehearsal of what is yet to be,” as “the uprolling of the curtain on the great drama of the world’s doom.” To drive this point home, he used a memorable analogy: “That beautiful city was the very crown of the entire earth, because God had dwelt there. It may be compared to the diamond in a ring, the jewel whose setting was the whole world; and when that jewel was destroyed, and God did as it were grind it to powder, it was a warning that the ring itself would, by-and-by, be crushed and consumed.”4


  People scoffed when Jesus said the temple would be torn to the ground, but no one was laughing when it actually happened (except maybe the Romans). So it will be at the final judgment. Most people are inclined to dismiss what the Bible says about the end of the world. They just do not take it seriously. They are like the scoffers the apostle Peter wrote about—people who say, “Where is the promise of his coming?” (2 Peter 3:4). But as Peter went on to say, 


  They deliberately overlook this fact, that the heavens existed long ago, and the earth was formed out of water and through water by the word of God, and that by means of these the world that then existed was deluged with water and perished. But by the same word the heavens and earth that now exist are stored up for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly. (2 Peter 3:5–7) 


  


  It was by the word of God that the world was first made and later destroyed with a flood. One day, by the word of the very same God, the whole world will be destroyed. Do you believe this? If so, then get ready for that great and terrible day, when every person who has ever lived will stand before God for judgment. 


  

  

 

A WAY OF ESCAPE 

  The only safety is for us to believe the words of Jesus—not just his words about judgment, but also his words of saving grace. Everyone who believes the promise of Christ for the forgiveness of sins will be saved from the wrath to come. 


  There is a good example of a saving promise in the prophecy that Jesus gave about the fall of Jerusalem. In the middle of telling how the city would be destroyed, Jesus also gave these life-saving instructions: “Then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains, and let those who are inside the city depart, and let not those who are out in the country enter it” (Luke 21:21). Jesus said this so that his own people would know what to do when the time came for judgment. He wanted to protect his disciples from destruction, preserving the church that he had died to save. So he gave them a sign that would spare their lives. 


  Cities were places of safety and security. Ordinarily, the sensible thing to do in a time of danger was to run from the surrounding countryside to the defense of a city. But Jesus told his disciples to do exactly the opposite. Jerusalem was doomed to destruction, so as soon as they saw the first warning sign of the coming desolation, they were supposed to head for the hills. 


  This warning saved the early church. Three years before Titus sacked Jerusalem, another Roman general marched against the city. Sometime around the end of A.D. 66 or the beginning of A.D. 67, Cestius Gallus attempted to attack Jerusalem. Happily, the city was able to defend against this attack, and the Romans retreated. Yet the first church in Jerusalem remembered the words of Jesus; when they saw the advance of the Roman legions, they knew their city’s desolation was drawing near. According to Eusebius, they recognized this as the signal that Jesus had prophesied, they gathered their belongings, and they fled across the Jordan River to find refuge in the city of Pella.5 Therefore, nearly all of the Christians who lived in Jerusalem escaped before the city fell. In the providence of God, their lives were spared so that they could carry on with the work of global evangelism. In fact, some of them later returned to Jerusalem with the gospel. This was all because they believed what Jesus said about the day of destruction. 


  When judgment comes, the people of God always find safety in his promises. This is the way it has been all through history. God told Noah to build an ark so that he would be safe from the great flood. God told Lot to flee from the city of Sodom so that he would be safe from the fire and the brimstone. God told Jeremiah that his life would be spared when Jerusalem was destroyed by the Babylonians. These men were all rescued by the grace of God, whose promises they believed. 


  This kind of deliverance is not just for people in the Bible, however, but for anyone who trusts in Jesus Christ. To give just one historical example—an example that is indirectly related to Luke 21—when my own Dutch Reformed ancestors escaped religious persecution in Holland and came to this new world, they called their community Pella. Knowing the story of the early church and its escape from Jerusalem, they believed that they too had come to a city of refuge, where they were safe to worship their God. The principle holds true for every believer in Christ: in the dangers of life, whether great or small, our only hope of refuge is found in the promises of our God. To the weak he promises strength; to the troubled he promises peace; to the tempted he promises a way of escape; and to penitent sinners he promises full deliverance from everything our sins deserve. 


  There is one exception, however. Once there was a godly man who trusted in all the promises of God, but still suffered the full weight of God’s wrath against sin. On the night that he was betrayed, Jesus asked if there was any way that he could avoid the cross where he suffered God’s curse against our sin. But there was no other way—no way for us to be saved except through the blood that the sinless Son of God would shed for our sins. Thus, for Jesus, there was no way of escape from the wrath of God. He suffered what we deserved so that we could be safe in him. 


  Now all God’s promises of safety are true for us in Christ. There is a way of escape for us through the cross, where Jesus died for our sins. Whoever believes in him will not perish, but have everlasting life (John 3:16). The righteous person runs to him and is safe (Prov. 18:10). If he is at our right hand, we will not be shaken (Ps. 16:8). Jesus “delivers us from the wrath to come” (1 Thess. 1:10). 


  

  

 

THE COMING OF THE SON OF MAN 

  All of these promises are true, and they will remain true until the very day when Jesus comes again. As he was making his predictions about the coming desolation, Jesus lifted his gaze from Jerusalem to the end of the world and said: 


  And there will be signs in sun and moon and stars, and on the earth distress of nations in perplexity because of the roaring of the sea and the waves, people fainting with fear and with foreboding of what is coming on the world. For the powers of the heavens will be shaken. And then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. (Luke 21:25–27) 


  


  Jesus had already said that Jerusalem would be “trampled underfoot by the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled” (Luke 21:24). It is hard to be certain exactly what Jesus meant by this. To this day, the Old City of Jerusalem is largely in the hands of Gentiles. Perhaps Jesus was talking specifically about the Romans, who occupied the city for centuries. Or perhaps he was talking about the whole time period between his first and second comings—the gospel age of Gentile evangelism. 


  In any case, it seems clear from the language he uses that when Jesus starts talking about signs in the heavens and the glorious coming of the Son of Man, he is talking about the end of human history and the beginning of his everlasting kingdom. This is apocalyptic language—language that reveals the end of the world and the life to come. It is the kind of language we find in many of the Old Testament prophets. Joel said there would be “wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and columns of smoke. The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood, before the great and awesome day of the LORD comes” (Joel 2:30–31). Isaiah said, “the stars of the heavens and their constellations will not give their light; the sun will be dark at its rising, and the moon will not shed its light” (Isa. 13:10). Haggai said that God would “shake the heavens and the earth and the sea and the dry land” (Hag. 2:6). Daniel said the Son of Man would come on the clouds of heaven to gain dominion over all nations and to establish his everlasting kingdom (Dan. 7:13–14). Thus spoke the prophets. 


  Here it helps to know how apocalyptic literature works. As the prophet speaks to the people of his own day, he looks to the future. He sees a time of judgment coming, a righteous disaster that will strike his own people, if they do not repent. But this disaster is set against the backdrop of the last of all days, when God himself will come to judge the world. Listening to these prophecies of judgment, both near and far, is something like looking at mountains on the far horizon. From a distance, it is hard to distinguish the mountains from the foothills; they all seem to blend together. But once you reach the foothills, it is easy to see that there are higher mountains still to climb. So it is with apocalyptic literature. The prophet sees beyond the foothills of approaching judgment to the far mountains of the last judgment of all. 


  This perspective helps to explain why the prophets so often sound as if they are talking about the end of the world: it is because they are talking about the end of the world. They are looking at the whole mountain range of judgment, viewing the events of their own times in the context of the final judgment. 


  This analogy also helps us understand what happens in Luke 21. Jesus had already told his disciples not to expect the end of the world to come right away (see Luke 21:8–9). When he prophesied the fall of Jerusalem, he was describing the foothills of divine judgment. The desolation of that great city—as disastrous as it was—was a nearer and smaller destruction than the one that all mankind will see at the end of history. The fall of Jerusalem was a closer sign of the end of the world. Jesus did not simply stop at the foothills, with the fall of Jerusalem; but beginning in verse 25, he also mounted the high and distant peaks to the summit of God’s judgment. 


  How do we know for sure that Jesus was talking about the end of the world? We know this from the way this conversation began, with the disciples asking for a sign as to when the temple would be destroyed (Luke 21:7), and with Jesus telling them that this would not yet be the end (Luke 21:8–9). We also know it because in the parallel account in Mark, Jesus speaks explicitly about heaven and earth passing away (see Mark 13:31–32; cf. Matt. 24:35–36). We know it further because the signs that Jesus describes here in Luke are cosmic cataclysms. Not only do they shake the earth with earthquakes and tsunamis, but they also shake the very heavens with unnatural signs and wonders. 


  But the main reason we know that Jesus was talking about the end of the world is from the way he describes the coming of the Son of Man “in a cloud with power and great glory” (Luke 21:27). Here Jesus is describing his own second advent, when he will come down to the earth again the same way that he departed the first time: riding on the clouds of glory (see Acts 1:9–10). 


  Jesus never told us when this would happen. In fact, according to Mark, he did not even know what day it would be (see Mark 13:32). Therefore, we cannot use Luke 21 or any other part of the Bible to draw up a calendar for the second coming. All we know for sure is that when all of the signs have been fulfilled, Jesus will come again. 


  What a day that great day will be! The Lord Jesus Christ will return visibly; every eye will see his radiant return. He will return universally; every knee will bow before him. He will return majestically, wearing the royal crowns of his eternal kingdom. He will return gloriously; his resurrection body will shine like the sun, with the full brightness of his Father’s glory. 


  

  

 

NEARER, MY GOD, TO THEE 

  Charles Wesley once tried to put the coming glory into song, which may be all that we can do until we see the awesome day. Here is how Wesley’s hymn ended: 


  Yea, amen! Let all adore thee,
 High on thine eternal throne;
 Savior, take the pow’r and glory,
 Claim the kingdom for thine own:
 O come quickly, O come quickly;
 Alleluia! Come, Lord, come.6


  


  Wesley’s petition should become the prayer of every believer’s soul. Cry out for Jesus to come quickly, especially whenever you see warning signs of the coming judgment. 


  There are basically two ways to respond when we see signs of God’s judgment in our world today, and both responses reveal our true relationship to God. One is to be afraid. This is the way that most people respond, as Jesus said they would. When they witness the fall of a great city, or see terrors in the heavens, or watch the raging sea wipe out entire communities, many people faint with fear. As Jesus prophesied, there is international turmoil—the consternation of the nations. Even for people who say they do not believe in God, the signs of the coming judgment bring a deep sense of foreboding. They are afraid of the future, afraid of death, and afraid of what comes after that. We see this every time there is a disaster like the fall of Jerusalem: some people think it is the end of the world. 


  This is what we are supposed to think. Every terrifying disaster is a portent of the final judgment. Every earthquake and tsunami, every hurricane and tornado, every terrorist attack and military conquest is another foothill in the mountain range of God’s justice. But there is also grace. God does not withhold all of his wrath until the very end, but gives the world many merciful warnings in advance of the final day. He does this so that we will run to Jesus and find safety in his cross while there is still time. Trust Jesus to save you in the final judgment, and you will be delivered. 


  The safety we have in Jesus enables us to respond to each new disaster in faith rather than with fear. If we have the free gift of eternal life, the future does not need to fill us with foreboding—quite the contrary. Jesus said, “Now when these things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near” (Luke 21:28). Even when it seems like the end of the world, we can stand tall in our faith because we know that God is bringing his saving plan to completion. 


  Notice what Jesus said: “when these things begin to take place.” Our hope of redemption begins right now, right away. We do not wait until the end comes, but as soon as we see any sign of the coming judgment—from the fall of Jerusalem right up to the disasters of the present day—we remember that our redemption is near. When terrible things happen, it is always tempting to slump over in discouragement, dismay, and downcast despair. But Jesus lifts us up to stand tall in the hope of our redemption. 


  Properly speaking, redemption is the procuring of a release through the payment of a price. So in one sense we have already received our redemption. When Jesus offered his infinitely worthy blood for us on the cross, he paid the price to release us once and for all from our bondage to sin and death. But we have not yet received all of the benefits of our redemption, and it is in this sense that our redemption is still drawing near. On the last of all days, when Jesus comes again to judge the world, we will receive every blessing that God has ever had for us. Therefore, said J. C. Ryle, 


  However terrible the signs of Christ’s second coming may be to the impenitent, they need not strike terror into the heart of the true believer. They ought rather to fill him with joy. They ought to remind him that his complete deliverance from sin, the world, and the devil is close at hand, and that he shall soon bid an eternal farewell to sickness, sorrow, death, and temptation. The very day when the unconverted man shall lose everything, shall be the day when the believer shall enter on his eternal reward.7


  


  That day is coming soon, and our spirits should brighten every time we think about its coming. Soon there will be no more death or crying or pain. Soon we will see Jesus himself, in all his beauty. Soon we will receive our own perfect resurrection bodies. Soon we will be reunited with the saints we love, joining the worship of heaven. Soon we will be free from sin—both our own sin and the sins that others sin against us. Soon we will enter the glory that can never end. Our redemption is nearer today than yesterday, nearer at the end of this chapter than at the beginning, nearer this second than the last. As we wait for that great day, Jesus tells us to stand tall in the promise of his grace, lifting our heads to the coming redemption. 


  One man who did this in a remarkable way is Daylan Sanders, the founder and director of the Samaritan Children’s Home in Batticaloa, Sri Lanka. In an interview televised on CNN, Sanders described what happened to him and to his children the day after Christmas 2004, when a powerful tsunami swept across the Indian Ocean and destroyed hundreds of thousands of lives. 


  When Sanders saw the waves rushing towards his seaside orphanage, he immediately gathered all twenty-eight of his children into a boat. He said, “It was a thirty-foot wall of sea, bearing down on us like an angry monster. And it was coming at us at such speed I knew there was no place on the ground where we could be safe. So I knew—there was something that told me instantly—we’ve got to get on top of this wave to stay safe.” 


  The children reached the boat only seconds before the wave hit. “When we got into the boat,” Sanders said, “we were eyeball to eyeball with the wave. And immediately a scripture popped into my mind, and from there I got the courage. I just stood up in the small boat, lifted my hands and said, ‘I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to stand still.’ I thought I was imagining at the time that the massive wall of water stood still, as if something were holding it back, some invisible force or hand.”8


  But Sanders was not imagining things. Strangely, maybe miraculously, the water stopped and swirled past the orphanage, as survivors who climbed to the top of nearby trees later testified. In the roaring of the sea and waves, Daylan Sanders did not faint with fear, but stood up in the courage of his faith and prayed for God to keep his children safe. 


  When the day of disaster comes, stand tall and lift your head, because Jesus said your redemption is drawing near. He will deliver you from many earthly troubles, and at the end of it all, he has promised to save you forever. 
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 THE END IS NEAR

  Luke 21:29–36  


  “But stay awake at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are going to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.” (Luke 21:36) 


  It was the spring of 1953—the season when mountain climbers pursue the glory of ascending the world’s highest mountaintops. Three famous expeditions set out that year, trying to conquer three of the highest peaks in the Himalayas: the British were climbing Mount Everest, the French were attacking Annapurna, and together the Germans and the Austrians were making an assault on Nanga Parbat. The British and the French were both successful, but the third team failed to reach the summit and was forced to turn back. Except for Hermann Buhl, that is, for when the team made its decision to leave Nanga Parbat, the brilliant Austrian climber did the unthinkable and continued up the mountain alone. Over the next forty-one hours he succeeded in reaching the summit before returning to his companions at the advance camp. 


  Buhl’s conquest of Nanga Parbat remains one of the greatest individual accomplishments in the history of human adventure—a triumph of the mind and the will over the suffering of the body. What enabled the man to ascend such great heights? The translator of the climber’s autobiography explained it like this: “Buhl had long decided to be ready when the call came; the whole of his climbing life was, in fact, dedicated to that end. He was ready and able to meet it when it sounded.”1


  “Ready when the call came”—this phrase defines one of the main goals of the Christian life. As followers of Jesus, we are to be ready when the call comes—not just the calling that God has for us to serve him right now, but also the final call he will give on the last of all days. Will you be ready when the call comes? 


  

  

 

THE SIGN OF THE FIG TREE 

  If Jesus had one overarching purpose for his famous discourse on the fall of Jerusalem and the end of the world, it was to make sure that his disciples would be ready when the call came. The end is near, and whenever we witness any sign of the coming judgment, we should stand tall in the hope of our redemption. Thus Jesus ended Luke 21 by exhorting us to be prepared for the final call. He did this by teaching a parable about how near the end is, by making a promise about how certain his words are to come true, and by giving practical advice about the difference between being ready and not being ready for the end to come. 


  Jesus introduced this exhortation by telling one of the last and shortest of his many parables: “Look at the fig tree, and all the trees. As soon as they come out in leaf, you see for yourselves and know that the summer is already near. So also, when you see these things taking place, you know that the kingdom of God is near” (Luke 21:29–31). The analogy is a simple one. One of the first harbingers of the approaching summer is the budding of the trees in springtime. In all likelihood, Jesus was passing by a fig tree when he said this, but as he noted, what is true for the fig is true for all trees. No one can stop the change of seasons. Thus the appearance of the early fig blossoms is a sure sign that summertime is near. 


  According to Jesus, this is a parable about the coming of God’s kingdom. Whenever we see the signs of divine judgment that are prophesied in the Bible, we know that the end is near. Many signs are given right here in Luke 21, where Jesus prophesied the fall of Jerusalem and the coming of the Son of Man. Jesus told his disciples that nation would rise against nation and that people would suffer from earthquakes, famine, and disease. He said there would be signs in the sky and that the very powers of the heavens would be shaken. Jesus also said that these were all signs of the coming judgment—first for Jerusalem, and finally for the entire world. Similarly, whenever we see disasters in our world today, we know that the kingdom is near, the same way we know that summer is near when we see the first tree blossoms in springtime. 


  The parable is simple, but what Jesus said next is one of the most difficult verses to interpret anywhere in the Gospels: “Truly, I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all has taken place” (Luke 21:32). The question is: What exactly did Jesus mean by “this generation,” and how does it fit in with what he was saying about how near we are to the end of the world? 


  At first, most people assume that when Jesus says “this generation” he is talking about the people who were alive when he spoke these words and who would die in the coming decades. After all, that is what we usually mean by “generation” today: the people who were born within a decade or two of one another and who generally live and die at the same time in human history. 


  If that is what Jesus meant by “this generation,” then it becomes hard to make sense of the rest of the verse. Most of the people of his generation were dead by the end of the first century. Did Jesus believe that his second coming would happen before his disciples died? Is that what he meant when he said that “all” would “take place” before they “passed away”? We are forced to conclude either that Jesus was completely mistaken or that he was only talking about the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70—a judgment many of the people listening to him that day at the temple surely witnessed. But Jesus cannot err; he is the perfect Son of God. Nor was he speaking only about the fall of Jerusalem. As we saw earlier in this chapter of Luke’s Gospel, Jesus was looking beyond that time of judgment to the last judgment of all. 


  Fortunately, there are some other ways to interpret this verse. Sometimes the Greek word for generation (genea) refers to race—a group defined by its ethnicity rather than by the year that it was born. A generation in this sense is everyone who is descended from a common ancestor. This may be the way the term is used earlier in the Gospel, when Jesus talks about charging the blood of all the prophets to “this generation” (Luke 11:50–51; cf. Matt. 11:16; 12:39). If that is the way the term is used here in chapter 21, then Jesus was speaking specifically about the Jews. They are the people who will not pass from this earth until everything in God’s plan has taken place. This is certainly one of the great truths of divine providence in human history: although no one has ever suffered greater persecution than the Jews, they have always maintained their ethnic identity—even through long centuries when they had no homeland to call their own. To this day, and to the end of the world, God’s purposes for the Jews are coming true, including his plan for many Jews to come to faith in Jesus as their Messiah (see Rom. 11). 


  “Generation” can also refer to a group of people who are characterized by having the same spiritual condition. In this case, the emphasis falls not on when they live, but on how they live. For example, the people God destroyed in the great flood were an evil generation (see Gen. 6:11–12; 7:1), and the children of Israel that wandered in the wilderness were a perverse generation (Num. 32:13). The psalmist spoke in a similar way when he prayed that God would “guard us from this generation forever” (Ps. 12:7). So perhaps when Jesus talked about a generation not passing away until everything had taken place, he was talking about people who rejected the Christ and will continue to reject the Christ until the end of time. 


  Alternatively, and much more positively, Jesus may have been speaking about the chosen people of God—the generation of good disciples who believe the promises of the coming redemption. God will always have his believing people in the world, and they will persevere until everything that Jesus ever promised has taken place, for as the psalmist said, “God is with the generation of the righteous” (Ps. 14:5). 


  As we consider the various possibilities, it is hard to be entirely certain exactly what Jesus meant by the word “generation.” We believe that everything he said was true, so we know he could not have meant that the second coming would happen before his disciples died. We also know this: absolutely everything that Jesus ever said about the end times will take place just the way he said it would. This is what Luke 21:32 is mainly about. Jesus is not trying to give us clues we can use to figure out when the end will come, or who will see it happen. Rather, he is telling us how certain these things are to take place. In the words of I. Howard Marshall, “the emphasis is on the certainty of the End rather than on limiting the date of the end.”2 Even if it is hard to know for sure what “generation” means, what the verse means is unmistakable. As surely as summer follows springtime, the words of Jesus will all come true, from the fall of Jerusalem to the end of the world, when the Son of Man will come with power and everlasting glory. 


  

  

 

THE ABIDING WORD 

  The parable of the fig tree is confirmed by the promise Jesus made about the truth of his word in verse 33: “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away.” This verse takes the main point of verse 32 and extends it. It is not just what Jesus said about the end of the world that will come true, but what he said about anything and everything. Even when this tired old world has passed away, the words of Jesus will still abide. 


  What Jesus said is a remarkable claim to his deity and authority. Luke 21:33 echoes the words of Isaiah 40:8—a famous verse in which the Old Testament claims its own abiding authority: “The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever.” It also echoes something Jesus himself said about the Old Testament law of God: “Until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:18). 


  Jesus claimed the same enduring authority for the words that came from his own mouth. His gospel would stand forever. This could only mean that he himself was God, that he had all the authority in the universe, and that he had the almighty power to make sure that what he said would come to pass. Jesus “is not merely the foreteller of the course of history, but is Himself, in unity with the Father and the Spirit, the almighty Disposer thereof.”3 Therefore, whatever may happen on the earth or in the sky—even to the very end of the world—what Jesus said must come true. Charles Spurgeon said it like this: 


  Whatever alteration may come before the last great change, Christ’s words shall still stand. . . . And when the greatest alteration of all shall take place, and this present dispensation shall come to an end, and all material things shall be consumed with fire, and be destroyed, yet, even then, there shall remain, above the ashes of the world, and all that is therein, the imperishable revelation of the Lord Jesus Christ.4


  


  This promise applies to all the words that Jesus uttered in the Gospels. It applies to all his prophecies, from his predictions about the fall of Jerusalem (which have already come true) to his predictions about the end of the world. It applies to all his commands, such as his two great commandments to love the Lord our God with everything we have and to love our neighbors as ourselves. These commands of Jesus will all stand until the end of time, and then for all eternity. The same is true of all his warnings, like his warning that whoever does not believe in him will fall under the eternal wrath of God and suffer the torments of hell. 


  But praise God, the promises of Jesus will also stand forever, never to pass away. So do not just heed his warnings and obey his commands, but also trust his promises. Jesus has promised to forgive all our sins through the cross where he died for our salvation. He has promised that whoever comes to him will never be turned away. He has promised to give us everything we truly need. He has promised to be with us in all our troubles, giving us perfect peace and rest through the Holy Spirit. He has promised to heal all the wounds of our bodies and souls. He has promised to prepare a place for us in his Father’s house. He has promised that by the power of his resurrection he will raise his children up from the grave when he comes again to take us home. 


  Jesus Christ made hundreds of promises in the Gospels, and they will all be true until the end of the world, and afterwards. This is the security of our salvation, which is based on the bedrock truth of the living and abiding words of Jesus. As the Scripture says, “all the promises of God find their Yes in him” (2 Cor. 1:20). Therefore, we can build our lives on the promises of Jesus Christ. Here is how Charles Spurgeon applied this principle to his congregation: “Are you very sick and weak, or are you getting very poor? Well, your health and your property, too, will pass away; but Christ’s words will never pass away. Are you dying? Christ’s words will never die or pass away; die with them in your heart.”5


  How sad it is that the living and abiding words of Jesus so often are opposed by people who reject the gospel. Whether it is false gospels like the so-called Gospel of Judas or religious hoaxes like The Da Vinci Code, someone is always trying to cast doubt on the words of Jesus. But his words will never pass away, which means that eventually anyone who tries to discredit Jesus will be discredited himself. My favorite example comes from Voltaire, the famous French philosopher. Not everyone remembers Voltaire these days, which is ironic, because he predicted that within fifty years people would no longer remember Jesus! It was a rash prediction, because the very year that Voltaire said this, the British Museum paid half a million pounds to purchase an ancient Bible manuscript, while at the same time a book of Voltaire’s agnostic writings was selling for only eight pence in the London book stalls. 


  Move forward fifty years to witness an even greater irony. After Voltaire died, the philosopher’s home in Geneva was eventually purchased by the Geneva Bible Society. Fifty years to the day after the philosopher’s outrageous prediction, the presses in his very own home were printing thousands of Bibles every day.6 Every copy included the words of Luke 21:33, written in French: “Le ciel et la terre passeront, mais mes paroles ne passeront point.” Which means, as any Frenchman could tell you, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.” 


  

  

 

GET READY 

  If everything Jesus said will come true, this includes everything he ever said about the end of the world. One of the main things he said on this subject is that the end is near. The world has already witnessed the fall of Jerusalem. Nation has risen against nation. There have been earthquakes and tsunamis. People have fainted with fear and foreboding about the future. These are all things that Jesus prophesied, and like the first fig leaves in springtime, they are warning signs that the end is near. 


  When the end finally comes, it will affect all of us—every last person who has ever lived. As Jesus said, “It will come upon all who dwell on the face of the whole earth” (Luke 21:35). Obviously, he was not just talking about Jerusalem; he was talking about God judging the entire world, and everyone in it. As the Scripture says, “we will all stand before the judgment seat of God” (Rom. 14:10). One day every single man, woman, and child who has ever lived will appear before God for judgment. 


  For believers, the day of judgment will be a day of vindication. On the basis of the merits of Jesus Christ, who offered his perfect blood for our sins, we will be declared righteous in the sight of God. As it says in the Westminster Shorter Catechism, “At the resurrection, believers being raised up in glory, shall be openly acknowledged and acquitted in the day of judgment, and made perfectly blessed in the full enjoying of God to all eternity” (A. 38). But for unbelievers, the last of all days will be a day of doom, when God will banish his enemies from the joy of his presence and condemn them to suffer for their sins forever. 


  This is why we cannot simply drift through life without thinking seriously about the end of the world. The decision we make about Jesus Christ now determines where we will end up for all eternity. This is a matter of spiritual life and death. So every time Jesus talked about the end of the world, he always gave his disciples the same practical advice to get ready for it now, before the time comes. Jesus did not give us signs of the coming judgment so we could chart the future, but to exhort us to practice what J. C. Ryle described as “perpetual preparedness.”7 Are you ready for the end of the world? 


  Some people are not ready at all, and Jesus tells us why: “But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a trap”(Luke 21:34). Here we are called to serious self-examination. We need to watch out for two of the main things that prevent people from being prepared for the coming judgment: dissipation and distraction. 


  What the Bible means by “dissipation” is basically what today we would call a hangover: the unpleasant physical effects that inevitably follow the heavy consumption of alcohol. So “dissipation and drunkenness” are not so much two different things as they are two ways of describing the same thing. Some people deal with their fears about the future or the troubles of daily life by getting intoxicated. Rather than finding their comfort in Jesus, they try to make themselves feel better—or else feel nothing at all—by drinking alcohol or using other drugs. 


  The Bible does not forbid the moderate use of wine. In fact, the Holy Spirit himself tells us that God is the one who causes “wine to gladden the heart of man” (Ps. 104:15). If the wedding at Cana is any indication, Jesus knew the difference between ordinary table wine and a more select vintage. The apostle Paul even recommended a little wine for Timothy, his young protégé in gospel ministry (see 1 Tim. 5:23). But what the Bible sternly forbids is any form of drunkenness. God’s command could not be clearer: “Do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery” (Eph. 5:18). 


  If you have been getting drunk—or if people who love you are concerned about how much you are drinking—stop using alcohol immediately. If you find that you can’t stop, this proves that you have a problem. Medical attention may be needed to deal with the physical effects, especially if a strong chemical dependency has developed. But at its heart, the abuse of alcohol is a spiritual issue that calls for the repentance of sin. It is a sin not just because of what it does to a person (which is bad enough), or because of what it leads to (which is even worse), but also because of what it keeps a person from doing, namely, serving God in the power of the Holy Spirit. 


  According to Jesus, one thing that prevents people from getting ready for the day of death or for the end of the world—whichever comes first—is a lifestyle of senseless debauchery. Someone who is going out and getting wasted or drowning his sorrows at home is not ready for the second coming of the Son of Man. 


  This warning is not limited to drugs and alcohol, however. Drunkenness and dissipation are examples of a broader temptation, which is to fill our lives with so many intoxicating pleasures that we do not have any time left for God: television, computer games, romance novels—the list is endless. Any interest or entertainment that we use to escape from the serious issues of life and death causes the same problem. It keeps us from being ready when the time comes. 


  The other main thing that prevents people from being prepared is distraction. According to Jesus, the “cares of this life” can hinder our spiritual preparedness as much as getting drunk. What he meant by the “cares of this life” was not simply the anxieties that keep us up at night, but all the ordinary duties of daily existence—things like our homes, our jobs, our schoolwork, and our families. Our earthly affairs may be good in themselves, and God certainly calls us to do our daily duty. But these things can also drag us down spiritually, weighing down our hearts the way a heavy textbook strains a child’s back on the long walk to school. 


  Whether we are tempted to dissipation or distraction, we are committing a sin of excess—either excessive drinking or excessive concern with our worldly business. Some people like to break all the rules. Like the younger brother in the story of the prodigal father, who lavished his love on his rebellious son, they run away to spend everything they have on riotous living. Other people like to keep all the rules. Like the older son in the same parable, they work hard in the fields every day. Yet their hearts are just as far from God. It is not so much the bad things that tempt them, but too many of the good things. They are so caught up in what they are doing that they are not looking for their Father’s joy. 


  What is the temptation for you? Are you finding comfort in the drunken pleasures of a fallen world? If so, you are only hurting yourself, and the people you love. But maybe you are driving yourself to distraction with all the things you are doing, including all the things you think you are doing for God. Be careful, or else you will miss Jesus on the last day and come under judgment. 


  Do not get caught unawares! The day of judgment will come suddenly and almost completely unexpectedly, snapping the world shut like a trap. Even before they realize what is happening, or have time to do anything about it, many people will get caught by the justice of God. Are you ready for the final call? 


  

  

 

PERPETUAL PREPAREDNESS 

  Earlier I said that some people are not ready for Jesus to return, but some people are ready, and Jesus has told us what it takes for us to be ready. It takes faith in him for the forgiveness of our sins through the cross. Do not wait until the last minute, when it will be too late to get right with God. Believe in Jesus now, while there is still time. This is the way to get ready for the end of the world. 


  Then keep waiting and praying for Jesus to make his return soon. This is the way to stay ready. Jesus said, “But stay awake at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are going to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man” (Luke 21:36). With these words, Jesus calls every believer to perpetual preparedness. We are to be constantly at the ready, looking for our Savior’s return. 


  When I think of preparedness, I immediately think of the bomber pilots who used to fly for the Strategic Air Command of the United States Air Force. From the late 1940s until the early 1990s, the Strategic Air Command flew constant missions designed to deter the Russians from making a nuclear attack. When pilots were on flight duty, they always had to stay within a hundred yards of their aircraft, so that they could be airborne with nuclear weapons within moments of any military alert. The flights crews had to be awake at all times. As believers in Christ, we are to be similarly prepared for the coming of Christ, always staying alert, looking for his second coming at any time. 


  As we wait, we also pray, making the petitions that Jesus himself told us to make. We pray for the God-given strength to pass through all our earthly trials and enter unscathed into the glory that comes after, escaping from the wrath of God. We also pray that when the Son of Man comes, we will still be standing. To “stand before the Son of Man” is an expression that comes from the courtroom and indicates a favorable verdict.8 Here it serves as a reminder that when we appear before God at the final judgment, we will be qualified to stand in his holy presence by the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ. 


  Are you ready for the final call? One man who was always ready was James Montgomery Boice, who preached for more than thirty years from the pulpit of Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church. Dr. Boice wrote about perpetual preparedness in a hymn he was still working on when he died, getting ready for the last of all days: 


  We do not know if Christ will come / when life is rough or steady;
 We only know that Jesus said, / “Keep watching, and be ready.”


  


  “Keep watching!” For Christ will appear / at night or some bright morning,
 Like lightning flashing through the sky / without a moment’s warning.


  


  “Be ready!” When the Lord descends / to render final judgment,
 When men shall rise to heaven’s joy / or suffer dreadful torment.


  


  So watch with care; in grace abound, / get ready soon to greet him,
 That when you hear the trumpet’s sound / you’ll be prepared to meet him.9
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 THE PASSOVER PLOT

  Luke 21:37–22:13 


  Now the Feast of Unleavened Bread drew near, which is called the Passover. And the chief priests and the scribes were seeking how to put him to death, for they feared the people. (Luke 22:1–2) 


  Sometime in the late 1970s, an ancient document was stolen from an Egyptian tomb. It was sold to an antiquities dealer and then passed from one dealer to another until scholars finally identified it as a copy of the long-lost Gospel of Judas. 


  We first read about the Gospel of Judas in the second-century writings of Irenaeus, who said it was rejected by the church because it was not in agreement with the biblical Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. In fact, the Gospel of Judas is not really a gospel at all because it does not tell the good news about the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ, which is what a gospel is. The story simply ends at the point when Judas handed Jesus over to the Jews. There is no cross or empty tomb in the manuscript, and therefore no forgiveness of sins or hope of eternal life. 


  Instead, this heretical document is a desperate attempt to make Judas the hero who delivered Jesus from having to live in a physical body by handing him over to be killed. According to the Gospel of Judas, these two men were the best of friends, and Judas betrayed Jesus only because Jesus asked him to do it. Judas and Jesus had many private conversations during the last week of their lives, in which Jesus told Judas many secrets that he never shared with any of the other disciples. This is because Judas was the most important disciple—the only one who really understood Jesus. “Step away from the others,” Jesus said to him, “and I shall tell you the mysteries of the kingdom. It is possible for you to reach it.” 


  All of this is utter nonsense, of course—a blatant contradiction of everything the Bible says about both Judas and Jesus. The people promoting this false gospel are trying to rehabilitate Judas by saying that he was never really the villain that Christians say he was; he was just misunderstood. But what these scholars are really doing is betraying Jesus all over again by calling something a gospel that fails to give people any good news. 


  If we want to know the real good news, we have to go back to what the Bible says. When we do, we discover that the biblical Gospels do not treat Judas as a hero at all, but give a sober, straightforward account of his conspiracy to murder the Son of God. What spiritual lessons can we learn from this conspiracy, and from the counterconspiracy that accomplished our salvation? 


  

  

 

THE CONSPIRACY 

  It was the middle of the last week of Jesus’ life—the most important week in the history of the world. The Messiah had come to Jerusalem, where he had cried for the lost city and cleansed the temple of its spiritual impurity. Luke tells us: “Every day he was teaching in the temple, but at night he went out and lodged on the mount called Olivet. And early in the morning all the people came to him in the temple to hear him” (Luke 21:37–38). 


  There were crowds of people in the city that week for the Passover festival that celebrated Israel’s exodus from Egypt. Quickly the word spread that Jesus was in Jerusalem. He was there to teach people the gospel, and teach people he did, proclaiming the most marvelous truths that anyone had ever heard. When people went to the temple, they heard him defending his true deity and divine authority, speaking in parables, predicting his martyrdom, clarifying the relationship between God and the government, defending the resurrection, and prophesying the fall of Jerusalem and the coming of the Son of Man (see Luke 20–21). If we are wise, we will do what many people did in Jerusalem and listen to Jesus. 


  Something else was happening in those days, too, and here dark chords begin to play in the music of Luke’s Gospel. So many people were flocking to Jesus that the religious leaders began to worry that things were getting out of hand. They were secretly (and in some cases, not so secretly) opposed to everything that Jesus was saying, so the more popular he became, the more determined they were to stop him. 


  We have seen people’s opposition to Jesus grow throughout the Gospel. The first time he preached at his hometown synagogue in Nazareth, people tried to kill him (see Luke 4:28–29). When Jesus began to get a following, the scribes and the Pharisees criticized the way that his disciples behaved (e.g., Luke 5:33). Soon they were trying to trick him into saying or doing something that would get him into trouble (see Luke 6:7). By the time we get to the end of chapter 11, the religious leaders were “lying in wait for him, to catch him in something he might say” (Luke 11:54). 


  Their hatred grew to its most furious intensity during the last week of Jesus’ life. By then it was not just the party of the Pharisees who wanted to get rid of him; it was the whole leadership of the temple in Jerusalem: the priests, the scribes, and the elders. These men hated Jesus. They hated him for his condemnations of their hypocrisy and for claiming that he was God the Son. They hated seeing him teach at the temple. They hated how much influence he had on people, especially during Passover, when so many people were there to influence. In their hatred they challenged his authority (Luke 20:2), tried to get their hands on him (Luke 20:19), and sent spies to trap him (Luke 20:20). In a word, they were seeking to “destroy” him (Luke 19:47). Maybe this explains why Jesus left the city every day before nightfall: it was too dangerous for him to be in Jerusalem after dark. 


  The evil intentions of these enemies show that even someone in a Godgiven place of spiritual leadership is capable of falling into grievous sin. The very men who should have been doing the most to worship Jesus and to spread his gospel were plotting to destroy him. They were supposed to be getting ready for Passover, praising God for delivering his people and preparing to offer a sacrificial lamb for their sins. Instead, they were conspiring to murder the very Son of God. 


  The problem for these religious leaders, of course, was that Jesus was much too popular for them to do anything to him in public. Their malice against Jesus was constrained only by their cowardice in the face of public opinion. Jerusalem was packed with so many pilgrims for Passover that they could hardly dare to risk an open arrest. Here is how Luke describes their dilemma: “Now the Feast of Unleavened Bread drew near, which is called the Passover. And the chief priests and the scribes were seeking how to put him to death, for they feared the people” (Luke 22:1–2). These wicked men had already decided what they wanted to do. Their mission statement was simple: kill Jesus. The only question was how they could kill him without starting a riot. 


  Their diabolical dilemma was solved when help suddenly arrived from a source they never expected. He was the most unlikely co-conspirator that anyone could imagine: one of Jesus’ own disciples—a man “who was of the number of the twelve” (Luke 22:3). Luke tells us that Judas Iscariot, who had been with Jesus virtually since the beginning of his public ministry, “went away and conferred with the chief priests and officers how he might betray him to them” (Luke 22:4). 


  To use the proper term for it, this was a conspiracy. According to the legal code of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, “A person is guilty of conspiracy with another person or persons to commit a crime if, with intent of promoting or facilitating its commission, he agrees with such other person or persons that they or one or more of them will engage in conduct which constitutes such crime.”1 This is exactly what Judas and the chief priests and the officers of the temple police did: they plotted together to commit a crime. 


  The whole conspiracy was conducted with a view to a kill. Judas would be the betrayer, the spy inside the organization who would spring the trap. As Luke tells us, “he consented and sought an opportunity to betray him to them in the absence of a crowd” (Luke 22:6). This solved the main problem of the chief priests. Judas could give them the inside information they needed to capture Jesus when no one else was around. Then they could do whatever they wanted to do with him. 


  Just thinking about getting their hands on Jesus made the religious leaders cackle with evil delight. “They were glad,” Luke says (Luke 22:5)—simple words that constitute one of the strongest condemnations we read anywhere in Scripture. Here were men who were happy to commit the greatest crime in the history of the world. Their murderous glee came from the heart of darkness. 


  

  

 

THE BETRAYER 

  Our studies in Luke have shown us some of the reasons why these men hated Jesus, but what motivated Judas? He had been with Jesus from the beginning, and thus he had the extraordinary privilege of knowing the Christ as a personal friend. He had heard everything Jesus had to teach about the kingdom of God and had seen all the miraculous signs that proved the truth of his gospel. But in the end, Judas wickedly decided to betray Jesus at the earliest opportunity. Why did he do it? 


  The so-called Gospel of Judas claims that Judas really was trying to do Jesus a favor. “You will exceed all of them,” Jesus supposedly said to Judas, “for you will sacrifice the man that clothes me.” In other words, by getting Jesus killed, Judas would liberate him from his earthly body so that he could become a pure spirit. This way of thinking contradicts everything the Bible says about the body and the soul, but it was common among the Gnostic theologians who tried to corrupt the gospel in the early centuries of the Christian church (which indicates that the Gospel of Judas was written after the biblical Gospels). According to the Bible, our bodies are part of God’s good creation and they will be glorified in the resurrection. But according to the Gnostics, only the soul is good; the body is evil. So by betraying Jesus unto death, Judas was actually liberating him from his body! This perverse interpretation shows the cruelty of the ancient heresy of Gnosticism: it was even used to justify murder—the crucifixion of Christ. 


  So if Judas was not trying to do Jesus a favor, what was he trying to do? Maybe he was disappointed with Jesus, as many people were. What most Jews were hoping for in a Messiah was a military leader and political hero who would liberate them from their Roman captivity. They were looking for the earthly king of a worldly kingdom. But by now it was becoming clear that Jesus had no intention of establishing that kind of kingdom right away, especially after his teaching on the fall of Jerusalem and the end of the world. So maybe Judas felt betrayed himself because Jesus had failed to be the kind of Savior Judas wanted him to be. Many people do the same thing today. They have their own ideas about what kind of Savior Jesus ought to be—what kind of physical healing he ought to bring them, or financial prosperity, or personal success—and when he fails to meet their expectations, they turn against him. 


  The only clue Luke gives us is that Judas had a profit motive. For his part in this conspiracy, the chief priests “agreed to give him money” (Luke 22:5). Matthew tells us that Judas was the one who brought up the whole subject of compensation: “What will you give me if I deliver him over to you?” Judas asked (Matt. 26:15). “They paid him thirty pieces of silver. And from that moment he sought an opportunity to betray him” (Matt. 26:15–16). Later, when Judas felt remorse for what he had done, the first thing he did was to give the money back (Matt. 27:3–5). 


  All of this fits in with what we learn about Judas earlier in the Gospels. It was Judas, remember, who objected when Mary of Bethany anointed the feet of Jesus with a whole pound of sweet perfume. “Why was this ointment not sold for three hundred denarii and given to the poor?” he complained (John 12:5). John informs us that Judas did not say this “because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief, and having charge of the moneybag he used to help himself to what was put into it” (John 12:6). 


  More than anything else, it was the love of money that tempted Judas to his betrayal. Jesus had warned Judas and the other disciples about this when he taught the parable of the rich fool: “Take care, and be on your guard against all covetousness” (Luke 12:15). But Judas failed to heed this warning, to his own destruction. Cyril of Alexandria said it well: “Those who seek to be rich, fall into numerous and unprofitable lusts, which sink people in pitfalls and destruction. The disciple who became a traitor is a clear proof of this, because he perished for the sake of a few miserable coins.”2


  That is all it was: just thirty pieces of silver. To this day, we are still shocked that Judas would perpetrate such a colossal crime for such a paltry sum. But it is often shocking what people will do for money. There is a notable example in the publication of the Gospel of Judas. The Swiss dealer who sold this false gospel to the National Geographic Society for one and a half million dollars—a woman named Frieda Nussberger-Tchacos—is a known felon who has trafficked in stolen antiquities. In order to avoid doing jail time, she betrayed one of her co-conspirators—a former director of the Getty Museum. The Los Angeles Times had this to say about the irony of her situation: “some things don’t change—except for inflation. Thirty pieces of silver then, or $1.5 million now: it’s still all about money.”3


  Many Christians think of the love of money as one of the lesser sins, but see where it leads. When we refuse to be content with our financial situation—whether we happen to be rich or poor—we open the door to fatal temptation. Once we decide that we want something more than we already have, we start thinking about ways to get it. The more that desire grows, the more tempted we are to get what we want in ways that do not please God or depend on his providence. Are you content with what you have, or has your mind been playing around with ways to get richer? Are there any ways you are compromising your integrity for financial gain? The reason the Bible reveals that Judas had a profit motive is not to stigmatize him, but to show how ordinary his temptation was. Judas did it for the money, which is exactly the reason why a lot of people do a lot of the wrong things they do. 


  Unfortunately, there is more than a little bit of the betrayer in all of us. Like Judas, we have had the extraordinary spiritual privilege of seeing the person and work of Jesus for ourselves. We have professed our faith in Christ and started to follow him, as Judas did. We have heard the preaching of his gospel, and we know something of his divine power. Yet even a temptation as simple as the love of money might lead us into a deep betrayal of the Lord we say that we worship. Heed this warning: 


  The history of Judas, who, although he occupied such a privileged position as one of Jesus’ twelve apostles, nevertheless betrayed the Master, serves as a permanent and powerful warning to every member of the church of Christ—there is always the terrible possibility that even among us who apparently live in the closest connection with the Lord there may be those who are inwardly false and are busily engaged in betraying Him.4


  


  When are we in danger of betraying our Lord? When we spend more time thinking about what we do not have than praising God for what we do have. When we want him to do something different for us than what he thinks is best. And when we think we are so strong spiritually that we could never betray him at all. 


  

  

 

THE ULTIMATE CO-CONSPIRATOR 

  Behind the betrayer there was a darker and more demonic influence. To understand the true nature of the conspiracy that led to the crucifixion, we need to see that it came from the pit of hell. Luke begins his account of the clandestine encounter that Judas had with the chief priests by saying, “Then Satan entered into Judas called Iscariot, who was of the number of the twelve” (Luke 22:3). When he said this, Luke lifted the curtain of concealment to show that there was a supernatural dimension to this conflict. There was a conspirator behind the conspiracy. He was the ultimate co-conspirator: Satan himself—God’s ancient enemy, the devil. 


  What Luke describes must be the most extreme form of demonic possession. Judas Iscariot was not simply possessed by a demon, but by the devil himself, at least during the hours when he conspired against the Son of God, and again later, when he actually went to betray him (see John 13:27). Even if we do not know exactly what kind of control Satan had over Judas, we can agree with J. C. Ryle that this was something “peculiarly awful.”5 Judas was under the evil influence of the archenemy of God. 


  This was not against the betrayer’s will, for Judas had already opened the door for the devil to come in. The Bible promises that if we resist the devil, he will flee from us (James 4:7). Therefore, we should never think—even for a moment—that we are powerless against the schemes of Satan, or that against our will he could do to us what he did to Judas. It is the devil himself who wants us to think that we can do nothing to stop him. What God wants us to believe is his superior power for those who believe, against which the devil cannot stand. As long as we exercise our faith in the victory of Jesus Christ, we are free from the sins and fears that the devil wants to make our torment. If only Judas had resisted Satan’s temptations by trusting in the promises of God, he never would have become the betrayer. Instead, weakened by his own sinful desires, he came under the devil’s power. 


  As happy as the chief priests were when Judas became their co-conspirator, Satan was even happier. Ever since the beginning of human history, he had been sneaking around creation, looking for some opportunity to destroy God’s plans for blessing his people.6 First Satan succeeded at tempting Adam and Eve into sin. But God pronounced a terrible curse against him, announcing that he would be crushed by the woman’s son. So the devil did everything he could to prevent that son from ever coming. He tempted Cain to kill his brother Abel, but God preserved his holy line through Seth. The devil tried to turn people against God, and many people did turn against him and were destroyed, but God preserved his holy line through Noah. Satan tempted Abraham to produce his own son, who was not the son of promise, but God preserved his holy line through Isaac. 


  The people of God ended up in Egypt, where Satan tempted Pharaoh to put all of Israel’s sons to death in the Nile. But God saved his people through Moses. The conflict continued—the invisible war between heaven and hell, God and Satan. The children of Israel were taken into captivity, but God preserved a righteous remnant, and eventually the Savior was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the virgin Mary. Satan tried to kill him right away, tempting Herod to slaughter all the baby boys in Bethlehem. That diabolical strategy failed as well, and eventually Satan took the fight right to Jesus. Three times he tried to tempt the Son of God into sin. But Jesus resisted the devil in the wilderness, and the devil fled from him. 


  Since the very moment he first rebelled against God, Satan has been working with all his hateful strength to destroy God’s plans for his people. He has been skulking around the shadows of Luke’s Gospel. We always knew that we would see him again; it was just a matter of when. After the temptations in the wilderness, the devil departed from Jesus “until an opportune time” (Luke 4:13). From time to time his demons attacked Jesus, and Jesus had cast them out in a show of his superior strength. But now the opportune time had come. Judas the betrayer had joined Satan’s conspiracy, and the devil would not stop until he put Jesus to death. 


  

  

 

THE COUNTERCONSPIRACY 

  This time Satan’s scheme apparently would succeed beyond his wildest expectations. Judas would be the betrayer. The chief priests would arrest Jesus, accuse him, and hand him over to the Romans, who would hang him on a cross. But there was something that Satan didn’t know. At the same time he was conspiring against the Son of God, God was operating the counterconspiracy that would crush Satan and bring salvation to all the people of God. This was the real Passover plot: not Satan’s wicked scheme to put Jesus to death in Jerusalem during Passover, but the eternal plan of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit to crush Satan through the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. 


  At the very time that Satan was actively seeking to destroy him, Jesus was still in control. We are reminded of this by the very practical preparations he made to celebrate Passover with his disciples: 

  
 

  Then came the day of Unleavened Bread, on which the Passover lamb had to be sacrificed. So Jesus sent Peter and John, saying, “Go and prepare the Passover for us, that we may eat it.” They said to him, “Where will you have us prepare it?” He said to them, “Behold, when you have entered the city, a man carrying a jar of water will meet you. Follow him into the house that he enters and tell the master of the house, ‘The Teacher says to you, Where is the guest room, where I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’ And he will show you a large upper room furnished; prepare it there.” And they went and found it just as he had told them, and they prepared the Passover. (Luke 22:7–13) 


  


  The day of unleavened bread was the day before Passover. It was a day of spiritual and practical preparation, on which God’s people swept all the old leaven out of their homes as a symbol of sweeping away sin, and when they slaughtered lambs for the Passover sacrifice. It was the biggest feast of the year, and Jesus sent some of his disciples to do the necessary preparations. It was not just Passover that was being prepared, however, but also the death of Jesus for the salvation of sinners. 


  Luke gives us these details to show that Jesus was in full control of everything leading up to the crucifixion. Our Savior had determined that he would eat this one last meal with his disciples and institute the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. To that end, his divine providence and sovereign foreknowledge had arranged a room where they could meet. Possibly the room was prearranged, and the jar of water was a signal (usually carrying such a jar was women’s work). Commentators as far back as Cyril of Alexandria have suggested that Jesus may have done this to keep Judas from knowing where they were meeting that night.7 He did not tell any of his disciples the secret location; he gave Peter and John only the sign they needed to find it. This kept Judas in the dark until Jesus was ready for his betrayal. Soon Judas would betray Jesus, but not yet—not until Jesus knew that the time was right. 


  Jesus would not offer his life as a sacrifice for our sins until Passover. At the very time when people were celebrating their saving deliverance and offering a lamb as a sacrifice for sin, he would offer himself as the Passover Lamb for the whole world (1 Cor. 5:7). But he would not offer himself on the cross until he kept the feast with his disciples, giving them his body and blood in the bread and wine of the Last Supper. Nor would he let the betrayer betray him until the time for his betrayal had come. This too was part of the plan, in fulfillment of the ancient psalm: “Even my close friend in whom I trusted, who ate my bread, has lifted his heel against me” (Ps. 41:9; cf. Luke 22:21). 


  It was all part of God’s counterconspiracy, and Jesus worked it to perfection—not just the little details of preparing the feast, but the whole plan of redemption. Jesus knew exactly what he was doing. He knew what Judas wanted to do to him, and what the devil was trying to do, but he also knew what he was going to do. His preparations for our salvation were underway. Already Jesus was moving towards the cross. He was as determined as Satan that he would die. On this point both the conspiracy and the counterconspiracy agreed. They both led straight to the cross. 


  That is where the conspiracy ended, however: at the cross. When Jesus was crucified, the religious leaders got what they wanted, Judas got what he bargained for, and Satan got what he had been scheming to get since the day God made the world. Only none of them got what they thought they were getting, for at the place where the conspiracy ended, the counterconspiracy was beginning to bring salvation. Unlike Satan, Jesus knew what his death by crucifixion would accomplish. He knew that it would be the death of the devil himself, and the death of sin for everyone who trusts in him, not to mention the death of death for everyone who believes in the cross and the empty tomb. 


  Which Passover plot do you choose to belong to: Satan’s conspiracy or the counterconspiracy of the Son of God? Are you with Jesus or against him? Do you have faith in the cross or do you despise it as something that is unimportant to the kind of life that you want to live? Choose wisely. The conspiracy only leads to death, but the counterconspiracy leads to eternal life after death. 


  When we believe in Jesus and his counterconspiracy, God works his plan out in our own lives. If he worked his purposes out through the greatest crime in history, he can also work them out in the little things of our own lives, however big they may seem. Admittedly, there are times when it does not seem that way. The Bible says that Satan “prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). Sometimes we hear the rumble of the devil’s roar, and it terrifies us. We are gripped by the fear of failure, or of financial collapse, or of everything that seems to be going wrong in our family or our church. Sometimes we do not hear the devil at all, but he is stalking us all the same, silently creeping in for the kill. He is tempting us to fall back into the same old pattern of sin, or to find our own way to get what we want out of life, or to use our difficult circumstances as an excuse to be disappointed with God. 


  Do not be afraid of the devil! Do not let him devour you! Do not give in to his wicked schemes! No matter how much Satan conspires against you, through faith in Jesus Christ you belong to God’s counterconspiracy. At this very moment, the same God who planned his victory over Satan—even through the betrayal of Judas—is planning to work everything out in your life, exactly the way it is supposed to be worked out, for your genuine good and God’s greater glory. The God who conquered Satan through the cross and raised Jesus from the dead will be your salvation. 
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 THE FIRST SUPPER

  Luke 22:14–20  


  And when the hour came, he reclined at table, and the apostles with him. And he said to them, “I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer.” (Luke 22:14–15) 


  It is customary for a condemned man to be given one last request before he is put to death. That convention is observed in America by giving criminals on death row a feast before they are executed. Typically the menu is printed in the newspaper, presumably to satisfy the morbid interest of public curiosity. People want to know: What did the condemned man eat and drink before dying? 


  We could ask the same question about Jesus Christ, for he too was a condemned man, with one last meal to eat before dying. This was the night on which Jesus was betrayed. Soon he would be condemned and crucified for crimes he did not commit. In just a few short hours he would be arrested and accused, then beaten and abused. He would be dead before nightfall the following day, his lifeless body put in a tomb. This was the last night of our Savior’s life on earth, and he had one last meal to share with his disciples. 


  Christians usually call this farewell feast “the Last Supper.” This title makes sense because it was the last time that Jesus would celebrate Passover with his disciples, and the last time he would eat and drink anything with them before he died. But it was also the first time that Jesus celebrated communion with them, the sacred meal also known as the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. So in a sense the Last Supper was also “the First Supper”—the first supper of the new salvation that Jesus gave his disciples by giving them himself. In the words of T. W. Manson, the Lord’s Supper “indicates and inaugurates a redemption effected by the death of Christ as a sacrifice.”1


  

  

 

THE HEART OF THE HOST 

  The first thing to understand about this supper is how eagerly Jesus wanted to share it with his disciples. We have already seen the deliberate preparations he made for this meal (see Luke 22:7–13), and how careful he was to make sure that it took place before he was betrayed. But as he sat down to the meal, Jesus opened his heart to his disciples. Luke tells us that “when the hour came, he reclined at table, and the apostles with him. And he said to them, ‘I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer. For I tell you I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God’” (Luke 22:14–16). 


  In God’s perfect timing, the hour had come for Jesus to sit with his beloved disciples, waiting on them at the meal that signified their salvation (cf. Luke 12:37). With a heart of love, their host told them how much he had been looking forward to being alone with them around the table that night. The words he used for “earnest desire” (epithymia epethymēsa) express intense longing. Jesus Christ was a man of perfect passions. We have seen these passions throughout Luke’s Gospel: his scornful contempt for religious hypocrisy, his merciful compassion for the lost and broken, his holy jealousy for the true worship of God. Here we see his ardent affection for his disciples. There is no one Jesus would rather have been with on this last night than his closest friends. As he looked into the faces of the men gathered around the table that night, his heart was full because his intense longing to share this meal with them was satisfied. 


  Why did Jesus have this deep desire? It may have been because Passover was such a blessed occasion for the people of God. Passover was a sacramental celebration of God’s deliverance—a commemoration of Israel’s exodus. Every year the people of God offered a lamb to remember the sacrificial blood that had saved their ancestors on the famous night in Egypt when the angel of death passed over their houses. They ate bitter herbs to remember the bitter years of their slavery to Pharaoh, but they ate them while reclining at table—a symbol of freedom to show that they were no longer slaves. They also ate unleavened bread to symbolize their hasty departure the night they made their exodus from Egypt. The people of God looked forward to doing all of this at Passover. For Jesus and his disciples, the feast brought back some of the happiest memories of childhood: making the annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem, eating roast lamb with their families, and praising God for his salvation. 


  There is more, however. Jesus was not just longing for Passover, but also anticipating his death on the cross, and it is in this context that he earnestly desired to eat and drink with his disciples. Jesus was specific about this. He said, “I have earnestly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer” (Luke 22:15). For many months Jesus had been telling his disciples that he would “suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed” (see Luke 9:22). Now the conspiracy was under way that would culminate in his crucifixion. But there was something Jesus wanted to do first: before he suffered, he wanted to host the farewell feast for his disciples that would help them understand what he was about to do for their salvation. 


  Jesus also desired to have this of all Passovers with his disciples because the feast was about to find its fulfillment. Passover was a time to look back and remember how God had saved his people in the past. In the plan of God, however, Passover also looked forward to the full and final salvation that God would provide in the person and work of the Messiah. So Jesus said, “I tell you I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God” (Luke 22:16). 


  At first it may sound as if Jesus was telling his disciples that after an undetermined delay, he would sit down and share this meal with them again. If so, then Jesus must have been thinking in terms of his coming glory and referring to the last of all feasts—what the Bible calls “the marriage supper of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:9). Yet Jesus may simply have meant that he would never share Passover with them again. In Hebrew usage, the word “until” does not necessarily imply that something will happen again.2 To cite just one example, when the Bible says that the prophet Samuel “did not see Saul again until the day of his death” (1 Sam. 15:35), this does not mean that Samuel bumped into Saul the day that he died, but that he never saw him again at all. Similarly, Jesus was telling his disciples that this was their last Passover. Soon that sacrament would find its true fulfillment in the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, and they would never have occasion to celebrate it together again. Instead, the people of God would celebrate the new sacrament of the new covenant in Christ by eating the bread and drinking the wine of the Lord’s Supper. 


  These were some of the reasons why Jesus was so eager to celebrate this Passover with his disciples—the disciples who later that very night would abandon Jesus and deny ever knowing him as the Christ. Johnny Cash once wrote a simple gospel song that captures something of the warm intimacy that the Savior shared with his friends around the table that night. In the song Jesus says to his disciples: 


  I can tell by your faces
 That you don’t understand
 The awesome things you’ve felt and seen
 At the touch of my hand.
 But someday you’ll understand it,
 When the Father means for you to
 But for now drink the cup and break the bread
 And I’ll eat my last supper here with you.


  


  Then comes the refrain: 


  Have a little bread, Simon;
 Pass the wine to James my brother.
 Go ahead and eat, fellas,
 And love one another.
 Have a good time, friends,
’Cause tomorrow I must die.
 And I’m never going to eat with you again
 Till we eat the marriage supper in the sky.3


  




  Needless to say, the words “go ahead and eat, fellas” do not appear in any reputable English translation of Luke’s Gospel. This phrase is not part of the words of the institution of the Lord’s Supper as a sacrament for the Christian church. But it does express the friendly affection Jesus had for his disciples, and the love he felt for them in his heart as they sat down to share their last Passover, which was also the first supper of the kingdom of God. Jesus gave this sacramental meal to his disciples because he loved them. 


  

  

 

THE CUP OF THANKSGIVING 

  The transition from Passover to the Lord’s Supper helps explain why Luke tells us about two cups in this passage, and not just one. Anyone who is familiar with the Christian sacrament of the Lord’s Supper knows that there is only one loaf of bread and one cup of communion. In Luke’s account of the Last Supper, however, Jesus offers his disciples both a cup of thanksgiving (Luke 22:17) and the cup of the new covenant (Luke 22:20). 


  Some scholars think that having two cups is a difficulty and have tried to get around it by claiming that the last half of verse 19 and all of verse 20 are not part of the original manuscripts for the Gospel of Luke. They point out that these verses (which are absent from some ancient manuscripts of the New Testament) sound almost exactly like 1 Corinthians 11:24–25, so they may have been “borrowed” from the apostle Paul. Yet the vast majority of the ancient biblical manuscripts include the full text of verses 19 and 20. The reason a few manuscripts differ is probably that some scribe or other tried to resolve the difficulty himself and decided that there should really be only one cup.4


  Not only do both cups belong here, but they both help us to understand what Jesus was teaching his disciples. In all likelihood, the first cup was not part of the Lord’s Supper, but part of the traditional celebration of Passover. Four cups of salvation were raised during the Passover meal—one for each promise of deliverance that God gave to his people through the prophet Moses. This seems to be the context for what Luke tells us in verses 17 and 18: “And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he said, ‘Take this, and divide it among yourselves. For I tell you that from now on I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes’” (Luke 22:17–18). It is not entirely clear which cup this may have been, but whether it was the first cup of the feast or the last, it was part of “this Passover”—the one that Jesus said he wanted to celebrate with his disciples (Luke 22:15). 


  The first cup that Luke mentions was for thanksgiving. When Jesus raised it for his disciples, he first gave thanks to God. We do not know exactly what Jesus said when he prayed. Presumably, he praised the Father for his mighty works of saving power. But it is enough for us to know that he celebrated this feast with a glad and thankful heart, and that when he gave this thankful cup to his disciples, they drank it together. They were sharing a communal celebration of God’s saving power. 


  Once again, Jesus said that he would not share this cup with them again until kingdom come. Or, to take what he said more literally, he would not drink any wine of any kind. Again, it is hard to be entirely certain what Jesus meant by “until” and what he meant by “the kingdom of God.” Many of the early church fathers thought Jesus was talking about the resurrection of his body: his lips would touch no wine until he was raised from the dead. Possibly the word “until” means here what it seems to mean in verse 16, namely, that he will not share this Passover with them again. More likely, Jesus was looking forward to the banquet he has promised to share with us in the coming age. He would not keep a feast of the same kind again until he ate the last of all suppers, on the day when “the grand Consummation has arrived with the final victory over all the evil powers.”5


  What does seem clear is that Jesus connected the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper to Passover. “Jesus is interpreting His death in a Passover context,” writes Leon Morris, “and making it clear that it has saving significance.”6 The Last Supper is both the last Passover and the first communion. By way of analogy, this meal is like a video sequence in which one image fades away while at the same time a superimposed image is coming into focus. The meal morphs from Passover into communion, from the Last Supper of the old administration to the first supper of the new covenant. 


  F. W. Krummacher used a different analogy to make the same point, comparing the meal in the upper room to a blossom on a tree that grows into fruit. “Christ has exalted the Mosaic festival of the Passover,” Krummacher said, “by changing it into His sacrament.”7 Jesus made this change because it was one of the best ways for his disciples to understand his saving work. Seeing the Lord’s Supper in the context of Passover teaches us what Jesus was doing for us on the cross. The apostle Paul made a similar connection when he said, “Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us therefore celebrate the festival” (1 Cor. 5:7–8). 


  

  

 

THE BREAD OF REMEMBRANCE 

  This brings us to the two elements Jesus used to celebrate the First Supper: the bread of remembrance and the cup of the new covenant. We begin the way that Jesus did, with the bread: “And he took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me’” (Luke 22:19). 


  The people of God always ate bread when they celebrated Passover. But here, by the words that instituted the Lord’s Supper, Jesus invested the breaking of the bread with new and surprising significance. It is not simply what Jesus did that is important here, but also what he said. The words “do this” indicate that Jesus intended the sacramental acts of breaking the bread (and pouring the cup) to be repeated in the worship of the church. But in order for us to know what it means to “do this” in remembrance of Jesus, the physical sign of breaking the bread must be interpreted by the sacramental words of our Savior. They are words it takes only a moment to understand but a lifetime to comprehend, for although they are simple in themselves, they reveal many deep mysteries of the gospel. 


  What are some of the things we learn from what Jesus said about the bread? We learn that the bread of this sacrament is to be received with thanksgiving, for Jesus gave thanks before he broke it (Luke 22:19). This is why some Christians call communion “the Eucharist,” which is simply the Greek word for giving thanks (eucharisteō). The Lord’s Supper is a gift of God’s grace, and therefore it is to be received with a grateful heart. 


  We learn further that the sacramental bread “is” the body of Jesus Christ. This immediately raises further questions, because our interpretation of what Jesus meant by saying this depends on what our definition of “is” is. Some Christians believe that Jesus is speaking literally here, and therefore that in some way the physical essence of the bread must be changed or transubstantiated into the very body of Christ. There are many reasons to think that this interpretation is incorrect, including some that are obvious from the immediate context. What sense does it make to say that the bread is identical with the body of Christ when Jesus is right there with his disciples already, in his physical body, breaking bread with them? 


  The disciples themselves would have been astonished that anyone would even think of taking Jesus literally here. The very idea would have been alien to their whole way of thinking about Jesus or the sacraments. By this time they were well used to their Lord speaking to them in figures of speech. When Jesus said, “I am the door” (John 10:9), they did not start looking for his hinges, and when he said, “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35), they did not assume that his dough was made from scratch! The disciples instinctively recognized that Jesus was not speaking literally at all, but using metaphors to make a spiritual comparison. 


  Similarly, when Jesus said “This bread is my body,” he was not giving his disciples a philosophical theory of the sacraments, but drawing a simple comparison that would help them understand the meaning of his death. He was not describing a physical change, but making a sacramental identification. The union or association between Jesus and the bread is not physical, but spiritual. To say that the bread is his body is to say that it “represents” or “signifies” or “symbolizes” his body. In the words of John Calvin, “the bread is called body because it is symbol of the body.”8


  Undoubtedly one of the reasons Jesus chose bread to serve as this sacramental symbol is that bread is so basic to life itself. We cannot live without our daily bread. So when Jesus tells us to take and eat the bread that signifies his body, he is giving us something we cannot live without—something we need to nourish our souls. 


  Jesus gives us this life-giving nourishment in the bread of the Lord’s Supper. “Give” is just the word to use, because Jesus said, “This is my body, which is given for you.” In breaking the bread, Jesus is offering us himself. To be more specific, he is offering us himself in his bodily sacrifice for our sins. 


  There may be a reminder of this bodily sacrifice in the very fact that the sacramental bread is broken. This action echoes the famous prophecy in Isaiah 53, where it was promised that our Suffering Servant would be “wounded for our transgressions” and “crushed for our iniquities” (Isa. 53:5). Thus the breaking of the bread may serve as a sacramental signification of the bruised servant—a depiction, so to speak, of his sacrifice. 


  The atoning death of Jesus is even more obviously signified in the words “for you” (Luke 22:19). The New Testament uses this language to indicate that Jesus died on our behalf, that his sacrifice was substitutionary (e.g., Gal. 1:4; 3:13). When Jesus said to his disciples, “This is my body, which is given for you,” he was already looking ahead to what he would do for them and for all his disciples on the cross. Jesus was speaking of himself as a saving sacrifice. He would give himself for us, dying in our place to pay the death penalty that we deserve for our sins. 


  To say that Jesus died “for you” is to say something more than that he died for your benefit; it is to say that he died in your place, suffering the death that you deserved to die. This can be illustrated from something that happened not long after the end of the American Civil War, when a man in farm clothes was seen kneeling at a soldier’s grave in Nashville, Tennessee. A sympathetic bystander asked him, “Is that the grave of your son?” “No,” the farmer replied, “I have seven children, all of them young, and a wife on my poor farm in Illinois. I was drafted into the Union army, and despite the great hardship it would cause to my family, I was required to serve. But on the morning I was to depart, the man who now lies in this grave—my neighbor’s oldest son—came over and offered to take my place in the war.” When the farmer stepped away, the bystander could see the words he had written on the gravestone. They simply read, “He died for me.”9 This is the testimony of every believer in Jesus Christ: we have a Savior who offered himself in our place. Whenever we break bread at his table, we say, “He died for me.” 


  The old Scottish Presbyterian John Willison summarized everything we have been saying about the bread in his Sacramental Catechism. The catechism asks, “What is the meaning of the words, ‘This is My body, broken for you’?” Then it gives this answer: “The meaning is that this broken bread is Christ’s body spiritually and sacramentally, or that it signifies and represents His body, and is a visible sign and token of His body’s being broken, bruised and crucified; yes, crucified for you, even wounded for your transgressions, and bruised for your iniquities.”10


  We remember all this every time we celebrate the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of me” (Luke 22:19). So we break the bread in remembrance of Jesus, calling to mind the body that he sacrificed for our sins. We do not sacrifice Jesus all over again, of course. The sacrament is to be celebrated the way that Jesus celebrated it: not on an altar, but at a table. We do not repeat or reenact the sacrifice of Jesus, but we do remember his once-and-for-all death for our sins (see Heb. 7:27). We remember Jesus himself, who even now is blessing us by his grace. We are called to remembrance because “our Savior knows that we have worldly hearts and treacherous memories, and that we stand in need of all these memorials to keep up the lively remembrance of His love.”11


  By faith and by the living presence of the Holy Spirit, we also do something more than remember: we have real spiritual participation in the life of Christ. The apostle Paul taught this by asking, “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ?” (1 Cor. 10:16). Yes, the Lord’s Supper is a spiritual participation in the body and blood of Jesus Christ. The sacrament is more than a remembrance. But it is not less. As often as we do this sacrament, we remember what Jesus did for us in his death and gave to us when he offered his body for our sins. 


  

  

 

THE CUP OF THE NEW COVENANT 

  It was not just his body that Jesus offered for us, but also his blood, which is signified in the cup of the new covenant: “And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying, ‘This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood’” (Luke 22:20). 


  This is the second cup that Luke has mentioned in his account of the Last Supper. The first cup—the cup of thanksgiving—was probably part of Passover. The second cup—the cup of the new covenant in Christ’s blood—is certainly part of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. 


  Like the bread, the cup is a symbol that signifies Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross. Just as the bread signifies Christ’s body, so also the cup signifies his blood. These two words—the “body” and the “blood”—appear together several places in Scripture (e.g., Lev. 17:11–14; Deut. 12:23; Heb. 13:11). When they do, it is always in the context of sacrifice. “The body and the blood” is sacrificial terminology, which makes sense, because it is of the very nature of a sacrifice to separate the blood from the body.12 When a sacrifice is offered, blood is poured out, which Jesus signified by pouring out the cup for his disciples. Even before he shed his blood on the cross for our sins, he gave us the sacrament that shows this sacrifice. 


  Jesus said that in pouring out his blood he was establishing a new covenant, the new covenant that was brought into being by his death as a sacrifice. To understand what this means, we need to begin with the old covenant, and the sacrificial blood on which it was based. It is characteristic of the covenants that God has made with his people for salvation that they are made by sacrifice. A covenant is a bond in blood, a solemn commitment that God will keep his saving promise to the very death. This is always indicated by a blood sacrifice. 


  One of the best places to see this is Exodus 24, a passage in which God makes a covenant with his people through the prophet Moses and speaks specifically about “the blood of the covenant.” On the day that covenant was confirmed, Moses collected the blood of many sacrifices into large basins and threw half of it against the holy altar of sacrifice in the house of God (Exod. 24:6). He took the other half and threw it on the people, saying, “Behold the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with you” (Exod. 24:8). Making the covenant was a messy, bloody business. It was not signed like a contract, but sealed in blood. This was a sign of God’s mercy, for the blood on the altar showed that the people had forgiveness for their sins, while the blood on the people themselves showed that they were included in the covenant of salvation. 


  That was the old covenant, but now Jesus had come to establish a new covenant. This was the covenant that God promised through the prophet Jeremiah, when he said, “I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. . . . I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be my people. . . . For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more” (Jer. 31:31–34). Even the old covenant was a covenant of grace, but it was always looking forward to the time when God would fulfill all the promises of salvation. God promised to write his law on our hearts. He promised that he would be our God, and we would be his people. He promised to forgive all our sins forever. 


  Jesus is the answer to all the old promises of the covenant. This is what Jesus was telling his disciples the night of the First Supper. The new covenant had come! Jesus said, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant.” Then he added these staggering words—words that take our breath away, if we understand what they mean: “in my blood” (Luke 22:20). What is new about the new covenant is that it is established by the blood of God. Of all the things that we could say about the newness of the new covenant, this is the place where we must begin: with the fact that the Son of God shed his own blood for our sins—“my blood of the covenant” he calls it in the Gospels of Matthew (26:28) and Mark (14:24). 


  The old sacrifices were getting God’s people ready to understand this amazing reality. The Old Testament is full of blood sacrifices: the sacrifices of Adam, Noah, and all the patriarchs; the sacrifices that were offered at Passover; the sacrifices that Moses made to establish the covenant; the sacrifices at the tabernacle and later at the temple; the sacrifices on the day of atonement—on and on and on it goes, blood after blood after blood. These old covenant sacrifices were offered again and again because they were only animal sacrifices, and therefore in themselves they could not atone for human sin. 


  Then Jesus came to offer once-and-for-all atonement for sin through the sacrifice of his blood. On the eve of that sacrifice, he announced that he would establish the new covenant with his very own blood—the blood he would shed on the cross for our sins. Understand that God has never asked anyone else to shed any blood to establish the covenant of salvation; he offered the covenant blood himself. This is what Jesus was emphasizing when he instituted the Lord’s Supper. “It is my blood that will do this thing,” he was saying. “It is my blood that will establish the covenant. It is my blood that will atone for your sins. It is my blood that will gain your salvation. All that I ask of you is to believe in the cross where I will give my blood for you, and then by faith you will drink in all the benefits of the sacrifice I have made for you.” 


  

  

 

A SACRAMENT FOR YOU 

  This was the legacy Jesus left for his disciples the night that he was condemned to die. Rather than thinking of what he wanted to have for himself—the way people usually do when they are led to their execution—he was thinking about what he wanted to give of himself. He would give his disciples a meal to remember before making the sacrifice they could never forget. 


  Do you understand what Jesus has done for your salvation in his death on the cross? Do you understand the bread of remembrance and the cup of the new covenant that Jesus gives in the Lord’s Supper? As J. C. Ryle explained, “The two elements of bread and wine were intended to preach Christ crucified as our substitute. They were to be a visible sermon, appealing to the believer’s senses, and teaching the old foundation-truth of the Gospel, that Christ’s death on the cross is the life of man’s soul.”13 This is also the foundation-truth of the Christian life: Christ’s death on the cross for the life of your soul. 


  If you understand this sacrament and the sacrifice that it signifies, then know this as well, and know it for sure: Jesus desires to share his supper with you every bit as eagerly as he wanted to share it with his disciples the night of the First Supper. Jesus died for you as much as he died for them, and he loves you as much as he loves them. It is to you that the bread is given and to you that the cup is poured, because it was for you that his body was broken and for you that his blood was shed. 
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 TRUE GREATNESS

  Luke 22:21–30  


  “For who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one who serves.” (Luke 22:27) 


  Some arguments never really get settled. They just keep simmering beneath the surface, waiting for any hot flame to bring them back to the boiling point. 


  Such a dispute erupts in the opening scene of Fiddler on the Roof, the famous musical about a Jewish community in Czarist Russia. The drama begins with Tevya the peasant walking around Anatevka, introducing the people of his native village. “Among ourselves we always get along perfectly well,” Tevya says. “Of course, there was the time when Itzakh sold Avram the horse and told him it was only six years old, when it was really twelve. But now it’s all over and everything is peaceful again.” Then Tevya mischievously walks up to one of the men and quietly says, “It was twelve, you know.” “It was six!” Itzakh immediately protests, and as Tevya walks away, everyone is shouting again. Since the dispute was never really settled to anyone’s satisfaction, one little comment is all it takes to get the argument going. 


  Every community has them: ongoing arguments (sometimes over trivial matters) that come up again and again. It happens in families. It happens in churches. It happened with the first disciples, who could never agree about which one of them was the greatest. They even argued about this on the night that Jesus was betrayed. 


  

  

 

THE HAND OF THE BETRAYER 

  What started the argument again was something Jesus said over dinner. It was the last Passover he shared with his disciples, and the first supper of the new covenant. Jesus was giving the bread of his body and the cup of his blood to his closest friends. Already his thoughts were turning ahead to the cross of his crucifixion. Knowing that he was about to be betrayed, he said, “Behold, the hand of him who betrays me is with me on the table. For the Son of Man goes as it has been determined, but woe to that man by whom he is betrayed!” (Luke 22:21–22). 


  This statement is remarkable for what it reveals about the sovereignty of God in the plan of salvation. We know already that Judas will betray Jesus, because at the beginning of this chapter Luke took us to the secret room where Judas met with the chief priests and negotiated his price. But we are not the only ones who know this. Jesus also knows it. He knows that an enemy has infiltrated his disciples. One of his closest companions—a man with a place at his holy table—will betray him unto death. 


  Remarkably, even this was part of God’s plan. Jesus said that the Son of Man would die the way that God determined. The whole Gospel of Luke has been moving in this direction. Time and again Jesus has predicted that he will suffer and die and rise again. Ever since he set his face toward Jerusalem and the cross, we have known for sure that he will be crucified. It is all part of God’s counterconspiracy—his gracious and eternal plan to save sinners through the death and resurrection of his Son. The cross was not some kind of tragic misfortune. The empty tomb was not a lucky break. It was all in God’s perfect and sovereign plan. Even the betrayal was part of God’s predetermined purpose! As Peter would say on the day of Pentecost, Jesus was “delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23). 


  Nevertheless, Judas was still responsible for his own free and sinful choice. God’s sovereignty does not diminish man’s responsibility. This great mystery may be hard for us to understand, but it is easy to see that this is what the Bible teaches. Why did the Son of Man go the way that he went, up the road that led to the cross? According to Jesus, he went that way because it was his Father’s will. Calvary was the way that God determined, and even Satan’s treachery was part of the plan. We may be tempted to think that this absolves Judas of any responsibility, but Jesus said, “Woe to that man.” God would hold Judas fully responsible for choosing to be the betrayer. 


  We should never use God’s sovereignty as an excuse for our iniquity. J. C. Ryle said: 


  Though the wickedness of Judas was foreknown, and foreseen, and permitted by God in His infinite wisdom—yet Judas was not the less guilty in God’s sight. God’s fore-knowledge does not destroy man’s responsibility, or justify man in going on still in wickedness, under the excuse that he cannot help sinning. Nothing can happen, in heaven or in earth, without God’s knowledge and permission. But sinners are always addressed by God as responsible.1


  


  This is why Jesus was so sad about Judas. In pronouncing this woe, Jesus was expressing his distress over what would happen to the man. Alas, his sinful choice would condemn him! For although Judas later regretted what he had done, his remorse was without repentance, and thus he died in despair before going to his damnation (see Matt. 27:3–5). Woe to that man who betrayed the Son of God! 


  The words of Jesus are a serious warning to anyone who chooses to go against God. Here was a man who was known as a disciple of Jesus Christ, a man whom Jesus called his friend (see Matt. 26:50). Judas saw the miracles that Jesus performed and heard him declare that he was the Christ. He even sat down with Jesus at the Last Supper. But in the end Judas decided not to follow Jesus, and once he made that decision, he had no one to blame but himself. 


  What decision will you make about Jesus, either for him or against him? What choices will you make about what to worship, what to love, what to look at, what to buy, whom to follow, what language to use, what parties to go to, and whom to embrace as your closest friend? God will hold you fully responsible for the direction you choose in life. Do not fall under the same woe that Jesus pronounced on Judas when he lifted his hand to be the betrayer. 


  

  

 

WHO IS THE GREATEST? 

  The prophecy that Jesus made about his betrayal instantly caused a commotion among the disciples. Which one of them would be the betrayer, they wondered. Was it really true that a member of their own fellowship would turn out to be a traitor? “And they began to question one another,” Luke writes, “which of them it could be who was going to do this” (Luke 22:23). 


  Luke does not tell us whether any of the disciples suspected that Judas was the guilty party, or whether any other accusations were made. It is easy to imagine that some of them began to defend themselves. “I would never betray Jesus,” each man would say, and then he would remind everybody how faithful he had been. “You know, I was the first one that Jesus called,” Peter could have said. “Well, you were only a fisherman,” Matthew might have replied, the old tax collector. “I left a lot more money on the table when I decided to follow Jesus.” “Maybe so,” James and John could have rejoined, “but we’re the only ones that Jesus calls ‘The Sons of Thunder’!” Or maybe the debate started when the disciples took their places for dinner and began jockeying for a position next to Jesus. But however it happened, “a dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to be regarded as the greatest” (Luke 22:24). 


  This was not the first time that the disciples had this argument. Luke recorded a similar incident back in chapter 9, when Jesus ended their dispute by taking the nearest child and telling them that the greatest person is the one who is the least (Luke 9:46–48; cf. Matt. 18:1–5). Then there was the time that the mother of James and John asked Jesus to let her sons sit next to him in the kingdom of God. The other ten disciples were indignant because, of course, they were secretly hoping to claim those places for themselves (see Matt. 20:20–24; cf. Mark 10:35–45). Or what about the time Jesus asked them what they had been talking about? The disciples “kept silent, for on the way they had argued with one another about who was the greatest” (Mark 9:34). We get the definite impression that this was a common topic of conversation. Some people like to talk about the weather, or sports, or politics. The disciples liked to talk about which one of them was the greatest. All it took was one little remark to get them going, and all the old arguments came out again. 


  The whole argument was shockingly inappropriate, especially this time. It was inappropriate because the disciples were not all that great to begin with. In the Gospels we often witness them missing the point, asking dumb questions, and getting in the way of the ministry that Jesus wanted to do. It was also inappropriate because within a matter of hours all of them would abandon Jesus. Even if only one of them actually betrayed him, they all denied him. Yet here they were, trying to figure out which of them was the greatest (!). Furthermore, this was the last night that Jesus would spend with his disciples before going to the cross. This must have filled them with shame every time they remembered it afterwards. The most important events in the history of the world were about to take place, yet instead of focusing on Jesus they wasted their time having a senseless argument. 


  It was inappropriate, too, because the disciples had just shared holy communion, the sacrament that signified their connection to Christ and to one another. This made it a totally inappropriate time to have a divisive debate—like having a huge family argument at Christmas dinner, only worse. It was also inappropriate because Jesus had just warned about his betrayal. It would have been much more appropriate for them to talk about how to stay faithful to Jesus. Yet they quickly moved from worrying about letting Jesus down, as they should have, to speculating about how much credit they deserved for being the great men that they obviously were. 


  This was a shocking display of self-centered pride, but it was not surprising. When I think of the disciples, I often remember the night we were having family devotions and one of the children suddenly said, “I love the disciples; they’re always messing up!” It is true: the disciples did mess up, and this is one of the things that we love about them. These men had all the same sinful struggles that we have, and if Jesus had grace for them, we have good reason to hope that he has grace for us. 


  Like the disciples, we want people to know how great we are. Even if we do not get into many arguments about it, we secretly hope that people will give us the attention we deserve. We want people to know how smart we are, or how athletic, or how musical, or how talented in some other way. At work we want to get ahead of our business competitors. At home we want our brothers and sisters to lose so that we can win. In the church we want people to recognize the value of our ministry. We want them to admire us for how we are teaching the Bible, or raising our children, or giving to Christian work. Our pretensions to greatness are there in the little comments we make to inflate our reputation, in the sudden disappointment we feel when someone else gets ahead, in the sharp criticisms we launch to explode someone else’s accomplishments. We find it hard to be happy until we reach the greatness we think we deserve, and even then we will not be happy unless other people know how great we are too. 


  

  

 

A NEW KIND OF GREATNESS 

  The problem with us is that we have the wrong definition of greatness. We think the great person is the one who gets ahead of everyone else in life—not a servant, but the master. If that is what we think, then our whole idea of what it means to be great needs to be redefined the way that Jesus redefined it: “The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and those in authority over them are called benefactors. But not so with you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as the one who serves” (Luke 22:25–26). 


  Here Jesus distinguishes between two completely different definitions of greatness. The Gentiles were people who at that time were outside the people of God. Their definition of greatness represented the way that human beings usually think: the greatest person is the one who has the most power and prestige, which in those days was always the king. As the ruler of his people, the king had all the money and authority that his kingdom had to offer. Everyone else was under him, so he could live for himself. He liked to think of himself as a philanthropist, however, so he wanted people to refer to him as their benefactor.2 This was a way of identifying himself as the source of all earthly blessing. 


  This is basically how people still define greatness today: money, power, and prestige. The greatest people in the world are the billionaire businessmen, the movie stars, the professional athletes, and the famous politicians—the powerbrokers, the celebrities, and the superstars. If you want to be great, people have to know who you are. You need to have power over other people’s lives, with enough money to satisfy your desires. A clear example comes from Harvard University, where M.B.A. students were assigned to develop a strategic plan entitled “What Do I Hope to Achieve in Life after Graduation?” Their number one priority was wealth; number two was notoriety; and number three was status. Yet none of the students said anything in their strategic plans about serving other people.3


  Jesus has a totally different definition for true greatness. After giving the world’s definition, Jesus said, “Not so with you.” The way the world looks at things is not the way that God looks at things. According to him, the greatest person is not the person at the top, but the one who takes a position at the bottom—what Jesus called “the youngest.” In those days people gave a great deal of deference to their elders. There were privileges and prerogatives that went with being a man or a woman of a certain age. Younger people stood up when an older person entered a room. They listened carefully to what old folks had to say, on the assumption that wisdom came with experience. Youngsters regarded their elders as their betters. 


  Here Jesus tells us to take the younger person’s place in our daily relationships. Do the difficult job that no one else is willing to do, for no task—however menial—is beneath the dignity of a disciple. Let someone else go first. Offer someone else the biggest piece. Listen to someone else’s concerns rather than doing all the talking. Instead of asking other people to do something for you, think of something that you can do for them. Rather than seeking to gain attention, seek out someone who is getting ignored and needs a friend. Follow the command that Paul gave to the Philippians: “In humility count others more significant than yourselves” (Phil. 2:3). 


  Putting other people first is especially important for anyone in a position of spiritual leadership. People usually think of the leader as someone who has people under him—people to boss around, people who have to do all the hard jobs that he does not want to do. But Jesus said, “Not so with you.” The leader is really the servant, so the more people he leads, the more people he gets to serve. A missionary in Papua New Guinea made a powerful statement of this principle when he translated the New Testament into the language of the Itamul tribesmen. In Itamul society the most important person sits in the middle of the canoe, the second most important person sits in the bow, and the least important person paddles at the stern. Here is how the translation went: “If a person wishes to be a leader, he should not sit in the middle of the canoe. Let him sit at the stern. Let him do everyone’s work.”4


  What is your definition of greatness? Do you have the same definition as Jesus, or are you still looking for money, popularity, and the easy life that comes with being in charge? J. C. Ryle said that the true tests of Christian greatness are: “Usefulness in the world and Church—a humble readiness to do anything, and put our hands to any good work—a cheerful willingness to fill any post, however lowly, and discharge any office, however unpleasant, if we can only promote happiness and holiness.”5 We will not pass this test of true greatness by striving for all the earthly things that most people work so hard to gain, but only by giving our lives to others. The greatest disciple is the one who offers the humblest service. 


  

  

 

THE GREATEST OF ALL 

  Jesus then proved his point by giving the most perfect example: himself. “For who is greater,” Jesus asked, “one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one who serves” (Luke 22:27). People usually do not respond to rhetorical questions, but in this case Jesus went ahead and gave his own answer. Which is greater: the person sitting down to a feast, or the person waiting on the table hand and foot? The answer, of course, is that the superior person is the one who is lying down and being served. 


  I saw a memorable example of this in my high school, where the freshman class held an annual fundraiser called “Slave Day.” Various freshmen would put themselves up for auction to upperclassmen and then work the next day as slaves for the highest bidder. One enterprising sophomore from my French class hired an entourage. The next day he came to class on a litter shouldered by members of the freshman football team. Other slaves carried his books. They were accompanied by several of the bestlooking girls in the freshman class, who were fanning their master with palm branches and feeding him grapes by hand. It was an impressive display of teenage greatness. 


  Now imagine what kind of service the Lord Jesus Christ deserves to receive, for he is the Greatest One of all. He does not come right out and say it in so many words, but that is the obvious, unspoken premise of his argument. In using himself as his example, Jesus assumes his own greatness. This is typical of his humility. He rarely talks about the full extent of his greatness. In the Gospels he does not go on and on about how great he is, although he had every right to do so. Instead, he let the Father and the Holy Spirit testify to his greatness. Nevertheless, Jesus cannot deny who he is, and therefore his divine greatness is the premise of his entire ministry. 


  To know true greatness, look at Jesus Christ. He is great because of who he is: the Second Person of the Trinity, the only begotten Son of God. Jesus always is, always has been, and always will be very God of very God. He is not merely a man, but has every attribute of deity. Jesus Christ is the Lord God, which means that no one is greater than he is. 


  Jesus is also great because of what he has done. He has created this great universe; Jesus Christ is the Creator God. Nothing in all the vast galaxies of interstellar space is not the product of his divine mind. Then Jesus lived a great life. Through all the trials and temptations he suffered on earth, he never committed even one little sin. He is the only morally perfect man who ever lived. He also died a great death to gain for us a great salvation. No one has ever done anything greater for the human race than Jesus did when he suffered the death that we deserve for sin and then rose again with the power of eternal life. 


  Jesus Christ is the Greatest One of all. If you doubt this, just go up to heaven and talk to the angels who have been worshiping him without intermission since the beginning of time, and they will tell you that they have not yet given Jesus even one trillionth of the honor that he deserves. Jesus Christ truly is the Greatest One of all. Because he is so great, he is the one who deserves to be served. He is the infinitely superior person. He is the one who ought to be reclining at the table, with his disciples all serving him. This is the proper order of things, and thus the premise of his example. 


  But, Jesus said, “I am among you as the one who serves” (Luke 22:27). This turns everything upside down, and opens up for us the true greatness in the heart of God. Earlier Jesus said to his disciples, “Not so with you.” Now he is telling them why: “Because it is not so with me.” Although I am the Greatest One, I am the one who serves. More literally, I am the one who waits on tables (or, to use the title that the church later adopted, I am the deacon). Jesus had proved this earlier that evening by washing the feet of his disciples. Although Luke does not mention this, the story is told in John 13 and serves as part of the context for what Jesus said to his disciples about service. He truly was among them as the one who serves, for he had washed their feet, and in doing so he had taken the lowest possible place. 


  Jesus had been serving his disciples since the day they started to follow him—leading them, feeding them, healing them, teaching them, correcting them, training them, and loving them. Soon he would serve them all the way to the death, bearing their sins all the way to the grave. Jesus took his whole life and gave it to his disciples, as he gives it to us. The very Greatest One of all made himself our servant as he did the work of our salvation. 


  Now Jesus calls us to be like him, to find our true greatness in living for others rather than living for ourselves, forgetting ourselves for the sake of others. As far as Jesus is concerned, the truly great person is the one who serves. The point is not that service will get us to greatness, but that service is the greatness. “Jesus is not saying,” wrote Leon Morris, “that if His followers wish to rise to great heights in the church they must first prove themselves in a lowly place. He is saying that faithful service in a lowly place is itself true greatness.”6


  To know who the great people are, look for the people who are serving in the lowest places. They will be passing out bulletins at the doorway to the church, or taking care of business at the changing table in the nursery, or sitting down to talk with a needy person who seems only to complain. They will be visiting elderly shut-ins, or teaching a Bible study at the federal prison, or showing hospitality to strangers from a far country. They will be sharing the gospel with street children and prostitutes. They will be working as missionaries in places where most people hate the gospel. They will be in all the dark and dirty places where no one else is willing to go. Wherever you find them, they will look like Jesus, with the true greatness of a servant’s heart. 


  

  

 

THE PROMISE OF A KINGDOM 

  One day you will see these great people rejoicing with Jesus in his eternal kingdom. This is the happy promise that Jesus gave to his disciples: “You are those who have stayed with me in my trials, and I assign to you, as my Father assigned to me, a kingdom, that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom and sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Luke 22:28–30). 


  These words were spoken first to the first disciples and only secondarily to us. The twelve apostles were the ones who stayed with Jesus in his trials. This was an extraordinary thing for Jesus to say, because later that very night, at the time of his greatest trial, all of the disciples would run away from him. Nevertheless, in his mercy Jesus remembered everything the disciples ever did in his name. They suffered the hardships of the open road, traveling homeless. They left behind any regular source of income. They suffered some of the hostility that Jesus endured from all the people who hated his ministry. 


  The disciples stayed with Jesus in these trials, and none of their faithful service would ever be forgotten. Every service they offered would be remembered and rewarded in the kingdom of God. Here Jesus was giving the disciples his last will and testament. “Testament” is just the right word to use, because when Jesus spoke about “assigning” these things to his disciples, he used the biblical verb for making a covenant (diatithomai).7 These were solemn promises, which Jesus was swearing by oath. He wanted to give his friends what he had received from his Father: an everlasting kingdom. 


  One day the disciples who were with him that night would sit down with him again at the great banquet, which the Bible uses as a symbol for all the blessings God has for us in his everlasting kingdom. The disciples would also sit down with Jesus on his thrones, ruling the twelve tribes of Israel. This too is symbolic. “The twelve tribes of Israel” is an ancient way of talking about all the people of God, who are now gathered in the church of Jesus Christ. Jesus does not give very many details here, but to “judge” (or to rule) is to have a place of authoritative leadership. The first disciples were promised to receive a place of privilege in the kingdom of God. Indeed, the Bible says that the whole church is built on the foundation of their ministry (Eph. 2:20). 


  Obviously these promises were mainly for the disciples. Only the twelve apostles were given the authority to rule the people of God. Only their names are written on the foundations of heaven, in the city of the new Jerusalem (Rev. 21:14). But the blessings of the kingdom—the blessings of eating and drinking at God’s table—are for all the covenant children of God. Jesus promised a kingdom to us every bit as much as he promised it to his apostles, and he kept his promise by dying on the cross for our sins and rising again. 


  Now, by the grace of God, true greatness is waiting for us. There is a place for us at God’s table—a place for anyone who is sorry for sin and believes in the cross. Jesus Christ, the Greatest One, invites us to come. 


  When my daughter Karoline was almost two, she was still sitting in a high chair for meals, but starting to believe that she was destined for something greater: soon she would have a place at the family table. If we gave her a chance, she would climb up onto one of the dinner chairs and grab any food within reach. When she managed to get settled, with her chubby little legs dangling off the chair and her chin resting on the edge of the table, she would get a huge grin on her face. “I’m big now,” her smile was saying. “I can sit at the table!” 


  Every believer in Christ will experience this kind of greatness. We will eat and drink at the table of Jesus in the kingdom of God—not because we are such great servants, but because the Greatest One of all served us to the very death. 
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 THE SINNER’S SAVIOR

  Luke 22:31–38  


  “For I tell you that this Scripture must be fulfilled in me: ‘And he was numbered with the transgressors.’ For what is written about me has its fulfillment.” (Luke 22:37) 


  Jesus was in great danger the night that he sat down to celebrate the Last Supper with his disciples. Already Judas Iscariot had made his deadly bargain to betray him. As Jesus said himself, after breaking the bread and passing the cup, “the hand of him who betrays me is with me on the table” (Luke 22:21). Even before the meal was over, Judas slipped away to let the religious leaders know where they could capture Jesus in secret. Armed men were on their way to do Jesus harm. In mortal danger, he would be dead in less than twenty-four hours. 


  The disciples too were in danger. They were up against the deadliest of all enemies that night: the devil himself. But they did not realize this, which made their situation all the more dangerous. We ourselves are in the same danger until we find safety in the sinner’s Savior. 


  

  

 

THE SIFTING OF SATAN 

  Jesus had been in danger since the beginning of this chapter, when Satan “entered into Judas called Iscariot” (Luke 22:3). This was a clear instance of demonic possession, only it was not simply an ordinary demon that entered Judas; it was humanity’s oldest enemy—the devil himself. What is perhaps less widely known is that the devil wanted to have control of all twelve of the disciples, and would have done so, if Jesus had allowed him to do it. Jesus turned to his disciples that night and said, “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat” (Luke 22:31). 


  This dramatic statement was designed to get the disciples’ full attention. Jesus was speaking specifically to Simon. Usually we call him Peter, because this is the name that Jesus gave to him when he made his famous confession of the Christ (see Matt. 16:16–18). Peter is a great boulder of a name; in contemporary English we would probably call him Rocky. But here Jesus used his given name and called him Simon—a name, perhaps, that would remind him of the frail humanity with which he was born. Jesus also repeated Simon’s name for emphasis. He was saying something that Simon Peter desperately needed to hear: Satan was trying to destroy him. 


  It is not surprising that Satan would go after Peter. After all, he was the leading disciple—the first among equals. Peter was the first disciple that Jesus called, the first to confess him as the Christ, and the first to get out of the boat and walk on water. If Satan could destroy Peter, he could destroy them all. This is what Satan was really after: a chance to destroy all the disciples. When Jesus said, “Satan demanded to have you,” he used the plural form of the pronoun “you” (hymas). Rather than saying “you, Peter,” he was saying, “you all, disciples.” The devil wanted more than Judas and more, even, than Peter; he wanted all the disciples of Christ. 


  Maybe the devil tried to claim that the disciples were really his to begin with. Satan is the great accuser, the great adversary. In fact, this is what his name means. The Bible calls Satan “the accuser of our brothers” (Rev. 12:10). When it came to the disciples, there were a lot of accusations that he could make. These men were far from perfect. Did they really deserve to be the followers of the Son of God? Would they really remain faithful until the very end? Satan didn’t think so, and he demanded to find out. He wanted to sift the disciples like wheat. In other words, he wanted to toss them in the air the way a farmer tosses his grain to separate the wheat from the chaff. Maybe the disciples were solid enough to land back on the ground, but maybe they would get scattered by the harsh wind of persecution. Satan wanted to see if they would get blown away like Judas, in which case they would belong to him forever. But he could not do this without God’s permission, so the devil dared Jesus to let him put the disciples to the test. 


  Satan is never satisfied. He is always greedy for more souls. He wants to have us and possess us. He wants to see us fall into sin and fail. He wants to damn every soul that he can get his hands on. Satan has been greedy like this since the beginning. It explains why he slithered his way into Eden and tempted Eve to eat the forbidden fruit. It explains why he tempted Cain to kill his brother and why he kept the children of Israel enslaved in Egypt. It explains why he went spying all over the world in the days of Job (see Job 1:7). It explains why he came after Jesus in the wilderness. It explains why Peter himself would later write, “Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). Satan is always ravenous in his appetite for lost sinners. 


  What Jesus said to Simon Peter, therefore, is also true about us. Satan wants you; he desires you; and he will stop at nothing to have you for himself. His diabolical gluttony is vividly portrayed near the end of C. S. Lewis’s book The Screwtape Letters. A junior demon named Wormwood has failed to prevent a young man from becoming a Christian. His mentor, an even more infernal demon named Screwtape, is furious about this unhappy development, but at the same time gleeful at the prospect that now he will be allowed to have Wormwood for himself. “I have always desired you,” he writes. “I think they will give you to me now; or a bit of you. Love you? Why, yes, As dainty a morsel as ever I grew fat on.” The letter is signed, “Your increasingly and ravenously affectionate uncle.”1


  
  
  Lewis’s literary invention is based on biblical reality: Satan is always looking for someone to consume. His demonic influence is there in the selfish move we make to keep what we have for ourselves rather than giving it away for Jesus. It is there in the ministry conflict that tempts us to quit and go somewhere else. It is there in the sudden impulse to click on the link to the pornographic Web site. It is there in the secret resentment we have against someone’s spiritual leadership, whether in the home or in the church. It is there in the temptation to give up on a difficult relationship, or in the despair we feel about ever making any progress against the main sin that seems to dominate our heart’s daily agenda. Satan and his demons are always lurking in the shadows, desperately hoping that one day we will walk away from Christ completely. 


  Do you know how much danger you are in? When I hear the warning that Jesus gave to Peter, I sadly think of people who have left the Christian church: the girl who ran away from God as soon as she went off to college; the family that decided they did not even need to be in church, because that is not where God is at work any more; the man who felt so powerless against Satan that he went back to a lifestyle of sexual sin. They are all people that Satan wanted to have, just as he wants to have us. One of the most dangerous things in the world would be to think that we are not in any danger, which is the mistake that Peter made. 


  

  

 

PRIDE GOES BEFORE A FALL 

  When Jesus told Peter what Satan wanted to have, he also told him that Peter would turn away, at least for a little while. “But I have prayed for you,” Jesus said, “that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:32). This time Jesus used the singular form of the pronoun “you” (sou). He prayed for the other disciples too, of course, but this particular petition was for Peter. 


  The way Jesus prayed assumed that Peter would turn away. Logically speaking, he could turn back only if he first turned away. But Peter would have none of it. He said to Jesus, “Lord, I am ready to go with you both to prison and to death” (Luke 22:33). That’s Peter for you: often in error, but never in doubt. Here he was saying that he knew better than Jesus did. Since he would never go away, he would never need to make a comeback. 


  Peter’s statement sounded bold. After all, this was the first time one of the disciples said that he was ready to walk with Jesus in the way of the cross. Nevertheless, it was still an empty boast. After arguing about which disciple was the greatest, Peter tried to prove it by saying he would go with Jesus all the way to the death. But however much we may admire the man’s courage, his overconfidence put him in the way of deadly spiritual danger. Peter’s confidence was entirely misplaced. He was confident in himself rather than confident in Christ. So rather than asking God for more strength, he announced that he was already prepared to face any and every danger. 


  This was the Titanic of all testimonies, and Jesus told Peter that he was headed for disaster: “I tell you, Peter, the rooster will not crow this day, until you deny three times that you know me” (Luke 22:34). This was a shocking prophecy. Peter would deny Jesus almost immediately—that very day. He would deny Jesus repeatedly—not just once or twice, but three times. He would deny Jesus emphatically, protesting that he did not even know the man. 


  Sadly, the prophecy came true. By the end of this night Peter would weep the bitter tears of his triple denial. He failed because he tried to be strong in his own strength, not knowing his weakness. This is a strong warning for us not to make the same mistake that Peter made. We should never think that we are beyond the reach of any particular sin, or that we can withstand temptation by our own virtue. If we have any confidence in ourselves, instead of having all our confidence in Christ, then we are as likely to fail as Peter was. 


  One prominent Christian leader was getting ready to speak at a conference when someone asked him how he thought the devil would try to drag him down. “I’m not sure,” he said, “but I know one place where he will never get me, and that’s in my family life.” Sadly, the man later committed adultery and had to leave the gospel ministry. It is in the areas where we think we are strong that we are in the most danger, because we do not perceive the desperate weakness at the heart of the very best things we do for God. “When I am weak, then I am strong,” the Scripture says (2 Cor. 12:10). But the opposite is also true, as Peter could testify: when I think I am strong, then I am weak. 


  

  

 

WHY OUR FAITH WILL NOT FAIL 

  As it turned out, Peter was not ready to go with Jesus to prison and the cross after all. Satan sifted him like wheat, hoping that he would get blown away. Nevertheless, although Peter fell into sin, he did not fall away from the faith. This is because he knew the sinner’s Savior, who did two great things to protect him from danger. Jesus prayed for Peter and then he died for Peter, saving him by his intercession and atonement. This is our salvation, too. The devil is always trying to drag us down with our sins, but the Savior of sinners died in our place, and now he lives to pray for our protection. 


  First, Jesus prayed for Peter, protecting him by the power of his intercession. After warning what Satan would try to do to him, Jesus gave Peter this great promise: “but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail” (Luke 22:32). The word “but” puts everything that Jesus would do over against everything that Satan would try. Satan was against Peter, but Jesus was for him. Satan wanted to destroy Peter, but Jesus promised to save him. Satan petitioned to have Peter for himself, but Jesus prayed that Peter would hold on to him forever. Peter was saved because he was over on the Savior’s side of the sentence. He did not fall away, but returned to Jesus. 


  It is important to notice what Jesus prayed for. He did not ask any of the things that we probably would have asked. He did not pray that Satan would leave Peter alone. In the providence of God, who works in every situation for the good of his people and the glory of his name, Satan was permitted to make this attack. Jesus did not pray that Peter would never sin. It was God’s plan for Peter to see the limits of his own strength, and then out of that painful experience to see how much grace God had for him, so that he would be able to encourage his brothers in their own struggle with sin. Jesus did not pray that Peter would have a rich and easy life, with one spiritual success after another. 


  Jesus only prayed that Peter’s faith would not fail. If Jesus Christ is the all-wise God, and if this is what he prayed for Peter, then it must be the most important thing for us to have. Faith is the very thing Satan was trying to take away from Peter. If Peter were to stop believing, then he would no longer belong to Jesus. This is what Satan always wants to take away from us: the faith in Christ that makes a believer a believer. As Charles Spurgeon once said, “The point of Satan’s chief attack on a believer is his faith. . . . We are engrafted into Christ by faith, and faith is the point of contact between the believing soul and the living Christ. If, therefore, Satan could manage to cut through the graft just there, then he would defeat the Savior’s work most completely.”2


  Consider everything that we would lose if our faith were to fail. The Bible says that we are justified by faith (Rom. 3:21–26). Take away faith, therefore, and we cannot be righteous before God. The Bible says that without faith it is impossible to please God (Heb. 11:6). Take away faith, therefore, and nothing we do is accepted by God. The Bible says that faith enables us to extinguish the fiery darts of the evil one (Eph. 6:16). Take away faith, therefore, and the devil will destroy us. The Bible says that the righteous will live by faith (Gal. 3:11). Take away faith, therefore, and you take away life itself, for the believer is nothing without his faith. 


  On the other hand, if we still have faith, then we live invincible in the power of Christ. The stories of the Bible prove that by faith people “conquered kingdoms, enforced justice, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, were made strong out of weakness, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight,” and “received back their dead by resurrection” (Heb. 11:33–35). This is the faith that Jesus prayed for Peter to have: a faith that saves in any and every situation—even unto death. 


  This is the prayer that Jesus loves to pray for all his disciples—the Savior’s prayer for a sinner’s faith not to fail. Jesus is busy praying this way for us right now. The Bible says that Jesus Christ “is at the right hand of God . . . interceding for us” (Rom. 8:34). It says that he “is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them” (Heb. 7:25). Jesus Christ is the infinite intercessor; he lives to pray for us. 


  If only we could see Jesus on his knees and listen to what he is saying to the Father, what courage we would take to live for him through every trouble in life. Jesus is praying for us, that our faith will not fail. He is praying about our chronic pain, that in our physical weakness we will not stop trusting in the goodness of God. He is praying about our troubled marriage, that in our alienation we will not stop trusting in his love. He is praying about our financial situation, that in our urgent concern about paying the bills we will not stop trusting in God to provide. He is praying about our secret discouragement, that in our night of dark despair we will not stop trusting him to lead us into the light. He is praying about our wandering into sin, that we will never stop trusting in his forgiveness. Jesus is praying for everything we need. 


  Surely these prayers will be answered, just the way God answered the prayers that Jesus prayed for Peter. The man’s faith did not fail. Although he turned away, he also returned, believing by faith that his sins were forgiven. And because he had faith, he was able to do good works, strengthening his brothers the way that Jesus told him to do. 


  The same thing will happen in our lives. The Son of God is interceding for us with the Father. How can his petition fail? Jesus prays more wisely, more frequently, and more efficaciously than anyone. He prays more for us than we ever pray for ourselves. Therefore, although we may go through many difficult trials and even fall into wicked sin, as Peter did, we will not be lost, because Jesus has prayed that our faith will not fail. Whatever desperate situation we bring to him, with all of our complaints and objections, the Savior of sinners holds up his hand and says, “but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail” (Luke 22:32). 


  

  

 

OF MONEYBAGS, KNAPSACKS, AND SWORDS 

  There was something else that Jesus did for Peter—something even more important than praying for him, and infinitely more costly. But before Jesus told his disciples about this saving work, he also gave them some unexpected instructions: “And he said to them, ‘When I sent you out with no moneybag or knapsack or sandals, did you lack anything?’ They said, ‘Nothing.’ He said to them, ‘But now let the one who has a moneybag take it, and likewise a knapsack. And let the one who has no sword sell his cloak and buy one’” (Luke 22:35–36). 


  These instructions are unexpected because they seem to contradict what Jesus told his disciples much earlier, when he sent them out on their first mission. On that occasion, after giving them the power and the authority to heal people and to cast out demons, Jesus said to them, “Take nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money; and do not have two tunics” (Luke 9:3; cf. 10:4). The disciples took almost nothing with them on that mission trip, but they also lacked nothing. God supplied all of their needs, as they were able to testify. The disciples thus learned that when God’s work is done in God’s way, it always has God’s supply. 


  Now these men were entering a new missionary situation—one that required a different approach. On their first mission trip they were still in Israel, where the people of God could meet their daily needs. But soon they would be going out into the wider world, where they could not expect people to provide for their ministry. As David Gooding writes, missionaries of the gospel “could no longer expect the nation to meet the costs of their maintenance as on previous occasions; they would have to pay their own expenses and fight their own way with no financial help from the nation or the unconverted.”3


  The time had come, therefore, for the disciples to take a little food and money with them. There is a time and a place to live in total poverty, without any property to call one’s own, but there is also a time and a place to work hard and plan ahead. Today the people of God are living in Luke 22, not Luke 9. Every believer is called to live in total dependence on God for every daily need. But this does not mean that every Christian or every missionary should presume on God to meet their needs out of nowhere every day. It is right and good for people in ministry to make provision for their future needs, while at the same time totally trusting in God. 


  A worthy example of this kind of preparation comes from the Back to Jerusalem missionary movement in China. Before Christian workers are sent out to carry the gospel back along the route of the old Silk Road, they receive intensive practical and spiritual training. This training includes how to reach across cultural and other barriers, how to evangelize specific people groups, how to suffer and die for the Lord, how to witness for the Lord, and how to escape. One leader explains: “We know that sometimes the Lord sends us to prison to witness for him, but we also believe that the devil sometimes wants us imprisoned to stop the ministry God has called us to do. We teach the missionaries special skills such as how to free themselves from handcuffs within 30 seconds and how to jump from secondstory windows without injuring themselves.”4 This kind of training may not be customary in the West, but it is very much in keeping with the instructions Jesus gave his disciples to be prepared for the hard road of missionary service. 


  What may still be hard to understand is why Jesus told his disciples to go out and buy a sword. Some Christians have assumed that Jesus was speaking literally. Some have even used this verse as a justification for using physical violence to advance the kingdom of God, which is a good reminder why we need good hermeneutics—sound principles for the proper interpretation of Scripture. One of those principles is to let Scripture interpret Scripture, using one clear Bible passage to help us make sense of a passage that is harder to understand. 


  In this case, all we need to do is read the rest of the chapter. Later that evening, one of the disciples (Peter, as it turns out, to no one’s surprise) used his sword to cut off the ear of one of the men who came to arrest Jesus (Luke 22:50; cf. John 18:10). But Jesus said, “No more of this!” (Luke 22:51). No more violence. No more swordsmanship. No more physical force in the name of God. With this rebuke Jesus declared his permanent opposition to any attempt to use the weapons of this world in waging his war (see also 2 Cor. 10:4). But if Jesus was not advocating armed violence, then why did he tell his disciples to buy a sword? 


  Nearly all the best commentators agree that Jesus was speaking metaphorically. The sword is a symbol of warfare and conflict. Therefore, Jesus was saying that the time of violent danger had come for him and for his disciples, and that in these perilous times they would need to be gospel warriors, prepared for spiritual battle. The old German commentator Adolf Schlatter points out that in time of war, a warrior will give everything he has for the weapon that he needs in order to be able to fight—even the shirt off his back. So too, Schlatter writes, “the disciples require that courage which regards a sword as more necessary than an upper garment and surrenders even its last possession, but cannot give up the struggle.”5 This is the kind of force that Jesus has in mind: not the force of physical violence, but the force of spiritual valor. 


  This is our calling as well: to contend with all our strength for the cause of Christ—not by seeking worldly power, but by trusting in the power of God’s Spirit. Here is how Norval Geldenhuys makes the application: “To be a whole-hearted follower of the Crucified One in a world which is in the power of sin and of the Evil One brings unavoidably for the believer scorn and hate on the part of those who reject God and His Christ. And the only way to remain firm in such a world is to be spiritually equipped with His power and armed with the sword of His Word.”6


  

  

 

RECKONED AMONG THE RIGHTEOUS 

  This is all very useful from the practical point of view, but the most important thing Jesus told his disciples concerned what he was about to do for their salvation. It is not just the intercession of Jesus that saves, but also his atonement—the death that he died for us when he was crucified between two thieves. The disciples’ new ministry situation—the one that required the moneybag, the knapsack, and the sword—was connected to the fulfillment of a long-awaited promise. Jesus said: “For I tell you that this Scripture must be fulfilled in me: ‘And he was numbered with the transgressors.’ For what is written about me has its fulfillment” (Luke 22:37). 


  Jesus Christ had a clear understanding of his calling and full confidence in the truth of Scripture. He knew that all the old promises of salvation would come true. He also knew that they would be fulfilled in his own person and work. Take, for example, the promises that Isaiah made in the fifty-third chapter of his magnificent prophecy. Isaiah said that the Savior would be despised and rejected, that he would carry his people’s sorrows. Isaiah said that the Savior would be wounded for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities. He said that the Savior would be led like a lamb to the slaughter and then buried in a rich man’s tomb. Isaiah said that the Savior would make intercession for sinners, but that before he did, he would be “numbered with the transgressors” (Isa. 53:12). When Jesus read these prophecies, he knew that they were all about him. He was the Savior of sinners—the one who would suffer and die for his people’s sins. 


  To help his disciples make the connection, Jesus told them that this Scripture would be fulfilled in his own life and death, as of course it was. Jesus was innocent of all charges, yet he was numbered among the transgressors nonetheless. At the end of his legal trials he was unjustly convicted of committing a capital crime, taken to the place of execution, and nailed between two thieves. This is what Jesus came to do—not simply to die, but to die this way, in a death that put him in the place of sinners. 


  When the Bible says that Jesus was “numbered with the transgressors,” it means much more than simply that he was regarded as some kind of criminal. It means that he took all of our sins upon himself and then died, in our place, the death that we deserved to die. The Bible says that “for our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21). In other words, Jesus Christ was counted as a sinner. In doing his saving work, the Savior of sinners took the guilt of our sin upon himself, and once he did that, he was obligated to pay the death penalty that all our sins deserved. 


  To give just one pertinent and provocative example, when Jesus died on the cross he was paying the price for Peter’s sin. What kind of sinner was Peter? Well, among other things, he was a denier, which meant that when Jesus died for Peter he had to die as a denier. But it was not just for Peter’s sins that Jesus died. It was for all the sins of all his people—all our idolatry, adultery, theft, and dishonesty. Whatever kind of sinner we happen to be, Jesus was counted as that kind of sinner on the cross. Jesus was not a sinner, of course, but he was dying in the place of sinners, and therefore God counted him as a sinner on the cross. In terms of God’s justice, Jesus died as a lying, lazy, thieving sinner. He did this to pay the debt that our sins deserve. Now we can look to the cross and say, “Now there is the Savior of sinners—the one who took my place and died for my sins.” 


  It is doubtful whether the disciples understood this. Later they understood what Jesus was doing for their salvation, of course, but at the time they seem to have missed it entirely. Rather than grasping the spiritual point that Jesus was making, they were still thinking much too literally about those swords and how they were supposed to wield them. So they said, “Look, Lord, here are two swords.” But Jesus said, “It is enough” (Luke 22:38). He was not saying that there were enough swords, in all likelihood, but that this was enough of that conversation! The disciples could not yet understand what Jesus was really doing for their salvation, and they would not understand it until Jesus went ahead and did it. 


  But if we listen to Jesus and look at what he did on the cross, then we can understand his saving work. Jesus was numbered among transgressors like us so that in him we would be counted among the righteous before God. Believe in the saving work of the sinner’s Savior. He is praying for you now, that your faith will not fail. 
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 THY WILL BE DONE

  Luke 22:39–46  


  And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt down and prayed, saying, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.” (Luke 22:41–42) 


  Think of the darkest place you have ever been. Think of the place of anguish and pain, discouragement and despair. Think of the place where you were alone in your suffering and all your worst fears were about to come true. Think of the place where the one thing you wanted was the one thing God had determined you could not have. Think of the place where you were trapped and there seemed to be no way out. Think of the place where you wished to God that you could be anywhere else in the universe except in the place where you were. Think of the place where things got so bad that you almost thought you were going to die, and maybe you almost did. 


  Jesus went to that dark place, and a place even darker, in the garden they call Gethsemane. As we follow him through the olive trees to the secret spot where he met with the Father alone and in anguish, we know that we are standing on holy ground. To hear the tortured cries that Jesus uttered that night is to encounter the deepest mysteries of the Son of God and to see how much he suffered for our salvation. In his masterful essay “The Emotional Life of Our Lord,” the great Princeton theologian B. B. Warfield wrote: 


  In these supreme moments our Lord sounded the ultimate depths of human anguish. . . . The scope of these sufferings was very broad, embracing that whole series of painful emotions which runs from a consternation that is appalled dismay, through a despondency which is almost despair, to a sense of well-nigh complete desolation. In the presence of this mental anguish the physical tortures of the crucifixion retire into the background, and we may well believe that our Lord, though he died on the cross, yet died not of the cross, but of a broken heart, that is to say, of the strain of his mental suffering.1


  


  

  

 

A PLACE OF LONELY STRUGGLE 

  Gethsemane was one of our Lord’s favorite places to go. Luke tells us that after celebrating the Last Supper, Jesus “came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives, and the disciples followed him” (Luke 22:39). This was the secret garden where Jesus loved to go with his disciples. He seems to have gone there every night during the week of his passion, slipping out of Jerusalem before nightfall and hiking up the hillside, getting away from the men who wanted to kill him. 


  What sweet fellowship Jesus enjoyed there with his disciples: joyful singing, thoughtful discussion, and fervent prayer, with the easy laughter of close friends. Only on this particular night Jesus endured more excruciating suffering than we can imagine. Norval Geldenhuys rightly said, “No man will ever be capable of sounding the depths of what the Savior experienced in Gethsemane when the full reality of His suffering in soul and body penetrated into His immaculate spirit.”2 Yet even if we cannot sound the depths of our Savior’s suffering, we can at least believe what the Bible says he endured the night before he went to the cross. 


  As we read Luke’s account of this dark night of our Savior’s soul, we see that Gethsemane was a lonely place for Jesus. He went to the garden with his disciples (except Judas, of course). When Jesus came to the place where he wanted to pray, he said to them, “Pray that you may not enter into temptation” (Luke 22:40). Then he “withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt down and prayed” (Luke 22:41). Although Jesus was with his disciples, there was a place he needed to go all by himself. Matthew tells us that he kept three disciples closer to him than the others: Peter, James, and John (Matt. 26:36–37). But when it came time for him to pray, he went off by himself to be alone with his Father. 


  When Jesus returned, he discovered how very alone he was, for the disciples failed to keep their vigil (see Luke 22:45). Already Judas had left to betray him. Soon Peter would deny him and the rest of the disciples would run away. Now, instead of watching and praying as Jesus told them, they were sleeping. Even for the disciples this was a pathetic effort, and it left Jesus alone through the long, dark night. When it came time for our Savior to do the work of our salvation, the disciples did not help him one bit. Jesus alone was called to the cross, and alone he grappled with that calling, for Gethsemane was a lonely place of struggle. 


  Luke tells us that Jesus was “in an agony” (Luke 22:44). “Agony” (agōnia) is a word for the bitter striving of a fierce conflict. It means much more than simply that Jesus went through a strenuous experience of inward pain. It means that there was a fight within his soul. As Jonathan Edwards explained it, the Greek word for agony “implies no common degree of sorrow, but such extreme distress that his nature had a most violent conflict with it, as a man that wrestles with all his might with a strong man.”3


  The source of this intense conflict is revealed in verse 42. Jesus was wrestling with the powers of darkness that were driving him to the cross, but also with the will of the Father who was leading him there. So he said, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done” (Luke 22:42). This was a battle of the wills. There was the will of the Father, which was for the Son to drink the cup. But there was also the will of Jesus, which asked if there might be some other way—any other way—except the way of the cross. Back in the wilderness, where he wrestled alone with the devil before he began his earthly ministry, Jesus was tempted to seize the crown without suffering the cross. Now at the end of his earthly ministry he was struggling with the same question: Was there any way out, any alternative to the cross, any easier way to save his people? 


  Here we are drawn into the deep mysteries of the incarnation. Jesus Christ is both God and man. He is one person with two natures, a divine nature and a human nature, which cannot be divided, but only distinguished. Among other things, the incarnation of the God-man means that Jesus had both a human will and a divine will. This has been the orthodox teaching of the church at least since the Third Council of Constantinople in A.D. 680. With respect to his divine nature, he had no other will than that of the Father, for the Father and the Son are one. Yet with respect to his human nature, Jesus himself made a clear and careful distinction between his will and the Father’s will. If he did the Father’s will, this was because he chose to do it, not necessarily because it always came easily or automatically. 


  In Gethsemane we see the human will of Jesus wrestling with the divine will. Humanly speaking, Jesus did not want to suffer the cross, which was evil in itself and deadly painful. I say “humanly speaking” because we see his true humanity as clearly here as we do anywhere in the Gospels. As a human being, Jesus had the same instinct to preserve his life that anyone has. No one loved life more than he did. How could it be his will, therefore, to suffer the torture of his body and the curse of death? Jesus was averse to death. Everything in his humanity recoiled against it. It was his natural preference to live. So in the agony of his soul he asked the Father for some other way to bring salvation. 


  

  

 

A PLACE OF HARD SUFFERING 

  In this crucible of spiritual conflict, Jesus suffered more anguish than we will ever know. The Savior we see and hear in the garden is the one described in Hebrews, who “offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears” (Heb. 5:7). With medical precision, Luke reports that “his sweat became like great drops of blood falling down to the ground” (Luke 22:44). The great bloody drops of sweat falling from the Savior’s brow showed that he was at the utmost extremity of human anguish. This may explain why he fell down to pray (Luke 22:41), rather than standing, which was the usual custom. Jesus was at the very limit of his physical and emotional endurance, near the point of complete collapse. Indeed, according to the Gospel of Mark, his soul was “very sorrowful, even to death” (Mark 14:33–34; cf. Matt. 26:38). The horror of the coming cross brought him to the precipice of death, almost killing him in Gethsemane before he ever made it to Calvary. The lonely place of our Savior’s struggle was a hard place of suffering. 


  What caused Jesus such great distress and filled his soul with so much dread? It was the approach of death, to be sure, but it also had to be something more than simply the physical experience of death. After all, other men have also been crucified, and many brave martyrs have faced the prospect of death with less agony and more apparent bravery than Jesus did. Besides, the Jesus we meet everywhere else in Luke seems to be fearless in the face of danger. What made him go through such a trembling night of the soul? 


  It was because he was facing the humiliating and excruciating suffering that only this death would bring: in dying on the cross, he would suffer for sins. J. C. Ryle asked, “How can we account for the deep agony which Our Lord underwent in the garden? What reason can we assign for the intense suffering, both mental and bodily, which He manifestly endured? There is only one satisfactory answer. It was caused by the burden of a world’s imputed sin.”4 Why should sin bring so much suffering? Because sin deserves judgment. When Jesus took our sin upon himself, therefore, he became subject to the punishment that sin deserved, which was the wrath and curse of God—a death “totally exposed to God’s abhorrence of sin.”5 His agony, wrote the Puritan Richard Baxter, “was not from the fear of death, but from the deep sense of God’s wrath against sin; which He as our sacrifice was to bear; in greater pain than mere dying.”6


  This explains why Jesus used the image of the cup to describe his coming ordeal: “Father, remove this cup from me” (Luke 22:42). The cup was a familiar image from the Old Testament. A person’s “cup” was his portion in life, whatever God had determined to give him. Sometimes this has a positive connotation, as in the Shepherd Psalm: “my cup overflows” (Ps. 23:5). Yet the cup more commonly referred to the judgment of God. “Let him rain coals on the wicked,” the psalmist said; “fire and sulfur and a scorching wind shall be the portion of their cup” (Ps. 11:6). Or consider the words of the prophets. When the people of God were suffering for their sins, Isaiah said they had “drunk from the hand of the LORD the cup of his wrath” down to the very dregs (Isa. 51:17). Ezekiel said, “You will be filled with drunkenness and sorrow. A cup of horror and desolation . . . you shall drink it and drain it out” (Ezek. 23:33–34). Similarly, God told Jeremiah to “take from my hand this cup of the wine of wrath, and make the nations . . . drink it” (Jer. 25:15). 


  This is the cup that Jesus was called to drink on the cross: the bitter brew of the judgment of God. It was not just the immediate prospect of death that made our Savior suffer, but knowing full well what kind of death it would be: a death that would propitiate the wrath of God. In the words of John Calvin, “His horror was not, then, at death simpliciter, as a passage out of the world, but because he had before his eyes the dreadful tribunal of God, and the Judge Himself armed with inconceivable vengeance; it was our sins, the burden of which he had assumed, that pressed him down with their enormous mass . . . [and] tormented him grievously with fear and anguish.”7 When we see Jesus kneeling in Gethsemane, we really see how much it would cost him to hang on Calvary, bleeding and dying for the guilt of our sin. When we see the blood on his sweaty brow, it is almost as precious to us as the blood he shed on the cross, because here in the garden we see how much Jesus suffered in choosing to die for our sins—a choice he made over against his own will. 


  Here is how Norval Geldenhuys summarized the struggle that Jesus suffered alone that night in the garden of Gethsemane: 


  It is impossible for Him, in His perfect humanity, not to experience a feeling of opposition to the idea of impending humiliation, suffering and death. And all this is made the more intense through his knowledge that He is not only going to suffer and die, but that He will have to undergo this as the expiatory sacrifice for the sin of guilty mankind. The holy and just wrath of God against sin falls on Him in full measure, because He has put Himself unreservedly in the place of guilty mankind. The judgment pronounced on sin is death—spiritual as well as physical. And spiritual death means being utterly forsaken by God. How dreadful, then, must the idea have been to Christ, who had from eternity lived in the most intimate and unbroken communion with His Father, that He would have to endure all this.8


  


  We should never imagine that somehow all of this was easier for Jesus because he was the Son of God. No, this was as hard a thing as any man has ever done. It was as a man that Jesus suffered alone in the garden—a man with all of the physical weakness, mental pressure, and emotional anguish that is common to our humanity. He too was tempted. He was tormented and in turmoil. In the agonizing conflict of wrestling with the Father’s will, he was weak and in need of God’s strength. Jesus suffered all of this, and more. Indeed, Jesus was tempted every which way, yet he never gave in, so the temptation never relented. He was tormented to the very point of death. He was so weak that in mercy “there appeared to him an angel from heaven, strengthening him” (Luke 22:43). He was in such absolute agony that his sweat ran red with blood. Who can ever tell what suffering Jesus endured for our salvation, not just on the cross of Calvary, but also in the Garden of Gethsemane? 


  In one of his sermons on this passage, Charles Spurgeon said: “Since it would not be possible for any believer, however experienced, to know for himself all that our Lord endured in . . . mental suffering and hellish malice, it is clearly far beyond the preacher’s capacity to set it forth to you. Jesus himself must give you access to the wonders of Gethsemane: as for me, I can but invite you to enter the garden.”9 By way of invitation, then, consider a personal experience that seemed to give a little glimpse of what Jesus went through for my salvation. In January 2006 thirteen miners were trapped underground in West Virginia; there had been a collapse down in the Sago mine. In the drama of those desperate days, many people imagined what it would be like to get entombed under rock and dirt. 


  Watching the rescue efforts reminded me what it felt like to visit underground caves in Central Turkey where Christians had once gone underground to escape persecution. I have never suffered from any acute feelings of claustrophobia. But as I crawled through one long tunnel, I looked ahead and saw someone in front of me get squeezed by a narrow opening. Dozens of people were pressing behind me, and suddenly the man in front of me looked as if he might get stuck. In an instant I felt the dread of getting trapped underground. The feeling of panic lasted only for a moment, because the man in front of me made it through after all, but when I remembered the feeling later, I shuddered. Getting buried underground would be an absolute terror for me. 


  Then I thought to myself, “But you could do it to save your family, couldn’t you? If it were a matter of life and death, and the only way to rescue Lisa and the children was to crawl into some dark hole and get buried alive, you could do it for them, right?” “I’m not sure,” I answered. “Maybe not. I don’t think so. Oh, God, I hope I never have to find out!” 


  Then in my inner dialogue I suddenly realized that this is something like what Jesus went through in Gethsemane for me, not just as the Son of God, but also as a man. Jesus felt the terror of the tomb just as much as I would. As far as his human will was concerned, he did not want to die at all. The coming crucifixion filled him with so much dread that it almost killed him. Nevertheless, Jesus was willing to suffer the horror of that dread for my salvation, choosing to drink the bitter cup that my sins deserve. 


  If I understand Gethsemane at all, it means that Jesus loves me even more than I can imagine. It is not just that he died for me, but that he died this horrible, damnable, God-forsaken death that no one would ever want to die. He died this death because there was no other way for sinners to be saved, no easier road to redemption, no alternative to the cross. Jesus thus volunteered to do what the Father willed, choosing to do the one thing that would bring the most suffering to his body and soul. “The wonder of the love of Christ for his people,” writes Donald Macleod, “is not that for their sake he faced death without fear, but that for their sake he faced it, terrified. Terrified by what he knew, and terrified by what he did not know, he took damnation lovingly.”10


  This must always be the main lesson we learn whenever we go to the Garden of Gethsemane. Luke does not show us the agony of Jesus to arouse our pity, primarily, or simply to remind us of our Savior’s humanity, but to help us see again the love that Jesus has for us in dying for our sins. We will never have to suffer what our Savior suffered in Gethsemane, or at Calvary, for the very reason that everything he suffered there was in our place, on our behalf. The first response we make to Jesus should always be faith in the saving work he did in suffering and dying as our substitute. The lesson of Gethsemane is not that Jesus suffers with us, but that he suffered for us. 


  

  

 

A PRAYER OF FULL SUBMISSION 

  What else can we learn from listening to our Savior pray in the garden? By following his example we can also learn what we should do in any dark and desperate situation, and of course the main thing for us to do is to pray. This is what Jesus told his disciples to do. That very night they would undergo the most severe of all their trials. So Jesus said to them, “Pray that you may not enter into temptation” (Luke 22:40), which may also mean “testing” or “trial.” He said the same thing when he found them asleep from emotional exhaustion: “And when he rose from prayer, he came to the disciples and found them sleeping for sorrow, and he said to them, ‘Why are you sleeping? Rise and pray that you may not enter into temptation’” (Luke 22:45–46). Even when their prayer lives were a complete failure, Jesus did not stop telling his disciples to pray. 


  This is what all the men and women of faith have done when they did not know what to do. When the Lord took what he had given and Job lost everything he had, he blessed the name of the Lord (Job 1:20–21). When Hannah was desolate without children, she prayed to the Lord in her heart (1 Sam. 1:13). When Asaph had to face “the day of trouble,” he called on the name of the Lord (Ps. 50:15). When Hezekiah was attacked by enemies, he took their ultimatum to the temple and laid it before the Lord in prayer (2 Kings 19:14–19). Similarly, when Jehoshaphat faced a dire military threat, he prayed, “O Lord . . . we do not know what to do, but our eyes are on you” (2 Chron. 20:6–12). There is no situation we could ever face that is too desperate for prayer. “Is anyone among you suffering?” James asked in the difficult days of the early church. “Let him pray” (James 5:13). 


  We can take the same principle and apply it to the dark night of every soul. Is anyone ashamed or afraid? Is anyone confused? Is anyone in grief and pain? Is anyone discouraged or desperate? Is anyone striving in lonely agony? Let that person pray. When we do not know what to do, the thing to do is to pray. When there is nowhere else to go, go to God in prayer. 


  This is not only what Jesus told his disciples to do, but it is also what he did himself. He did not fall asleep the way they did, giving in to the physical and emotional weakness of his body. On the contrary, even in the extremity of his greatest distress he persisted in prayer. In fact, the more agony Jesus was in, the more he prayed. The wording of verse 44 is important: “And being in an agony he prayed more earnestly.” Rather than giving up on prayer because he was having so much struggle, Jesus prayed more than ever. The harder things get, the more earnestly we should pray. When we are feeling most afraid of the future, or most discouraged about our work, or most worried about our finances, or most despondent in our grief, or most anxious about our families, or most defeated by the devil, that is just the time when we should be most in prayer. 


  When we pray, we should pray the way that Jesus prayed, asking our Father for his will to be done. Jesus began this prayer the way he always began, with the name of his Father. The first word out of his mouth was a term of endearment, spoken with reverent affection. The Son was speaking to his Father. This is the way Jesus taught us to begin our prayers as well, by acknowledging the fatherhood of our God (Matt. 6:9). 


  Then, as he spoke to the Father, Jesus resolved the struggle of his will in favor of his Father’s pleasure: “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me. Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done” (Luke 22:42; cf. John 12:27). This was a prayer of willing submission. Jesus was saying to the Father, “Thy will be done.” In one sense he had been doing this throughout his earthly ministry. Jesus did not come to earth to do his own will, but the will of his Father in heaven. This is what his whole life was all about (see John 4:34; 6:38; 8:29). The words he spoke and miracles he performed were in submission to the Father’s will. But now he was coming to his ultimate test. This was “the final drama of His voluntary and complete self-surrender to God.”11 Would Jesus do the Father’s will, no matter what the cost, and no matter how much he wanted things to be some other way? Praise God! For the sake of our salvation, Jesus submitted to the Father’s will. Even in suffering, Jesus was fully committed to doing the work of our salvation, and thus he prayed for God’s will to be done in his own life and death. When Jesus did this, his prayers were answered. The Father’s will was done, through the cross and the empty tomb, for the glory of Jesus Christ and the everlasting joy of all his children. 


  Now Jesus empowers us to follow his example in surrendering our own will to the will of God. It is not wrong to tell God what we truly desire, but even the good things we want must always be surrendered to the superior wisdom of his fatherly will. “Thy will be done” is one of the main petitions in the daily prayer that Jesus taught us to pray (see Matt. 6:10). Thus our Lord calls us to pray this way through all the hard situations in life. It is what we pray about our losses and sorrows. It is what we pray for our ministry, in all its sufferings. It is what we pray about our situation in life right now, with all its difficulties and discouragements. It is what we pray about the things in the future we wish that we could control and about everything beyond our power that we would give anything to change. We say, “Father, not my will, but yours, be done” (Luke 22:42). 


  In your own place of hard suffering and lonely struggle, learn to pray in full submission to the Father. I witnessed an excellent example of this kind of submission in the pulpit of Tenth Presbyterian Church. The example was set by my mentor and friend, the late Dr. James Montgomery Boice, who served his church in Center City Philadelphia for more than thirty years. 


  On Good Friday in the year 2000 Dr. Boice received the unhappy news that he had an inoperable cancer of the liver. Just two weeks later he stood in front of the congregation he loved for what I knew in my heart would be the last time. In his remarks that morning, as Dr. Boice looked full in the face of death, he followed the example his Savior had set for him in Gethsemane. First he called us all to prayer: 


  You have been praying, certainly, and I’ve been assured of that by many people. A relevant question, I guess, when you pray is, Pray for what? Should you pray for a miracle? Above all, I would say pray for the glory of God. If you think of God glorifying Himself in history and you say, where in all of history has God most glorified Himself? He did it at the cross of Jesus Christ, and it wasn’t by delivering Jesus from the cross, though He could have. Jesus said, “Don’t you think I could call down from my Father twelve legions of angels for my defense?” But he didn’t do that. And yet that’s where God is most glorified. 


  


  Then Dr. Boice spoke about submitting to the will of God as we prayed. Never one to miss an opportunity to teach a little doctrine, he said: 


  If I were to reflect on what goes on theologically here, there are two things I would stress. One is the sovereignty of God. That’s not novel. We have talked about the sovereignty of God here forever. God is in charge. When things like this come into our lives, they are not accidental. It’s not as if God somehow forgot what was going on, and something slipped by. God does everything according to His will. We’ve always said that. But what I’ve been impressed with mostly is something in addition to that. It’s possible, isn’t it, to conceive of God as sovereign and yet indifferent—God’s in charge, but He doesn’t care. But it’s not that. God is not only the one who is in charge; God is also good. Everything he does is good. . . . If God does something in your life, would you change it? If you’d change it, you’d make it worse. It wouldn’t be as good. So that’s the way we want to accept it and move forward, and who knows what God will do?12


  


  These wise words from a man facing death are for all those who live for the Christ who suffered for them in Gethsemane and died for them at Calvary. In every difficult circumstance, pray to your Father for the glory of God. Pray in full submission to his good will, accepting his sovereign plan and moving forward. Who knows what God will do? 


  We know what God will do. Our Father will do what he did when Jesus prayed to him in the garden: he will answer our prayers in a way that brings glory to him and salvation to his suffering people. 
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 THE HOUR OF THE POWER OF DARKNESS

  Luke 22:47–53  


  Then Jesus said to the chief priests and officers of the temple and elders, who had come out against him, “Have you come out as against a robber, with swords and clubs? When I was with you day after day in the temple, you did not lay hands on me. But this is your hour, and the power of darkness.” (Luke 22:52–53) 


  The English poet Robert Herrick must have been something of a romantic, because when he asked “What is a kiss?” he gave this answer: “The sure, sweet cement, glue, and lime of love.”1 A gentle kiss is the surest, sweetest expression of affection. Consider the soft kiss a father gives his baby girl at bedtime. Or the first kiss a couple shares after settling a quarrel. Or the last kiss a mother gives her son before he leaves home. Consider the kissing embrace of long-lost friends, or a husband and wife in their golden years. The same God who gave us hearts for love also gave us lips for kissing. In fact, the Greek New Testament verb that means “to love” (phileō) also means “to kiss.” To kiss is to love. 


  Except, that is, when to kiss is to betray. For it happened that on the night Jesus sweated bloody prayers in the Garden of Gethsemane, “while he was still speaking, there came a crowd, and the man called Judas, one of the twelve, was leading them” (Luke 22:47). And Judas “drew near to Jesus to kiss him” (Luke 22:48)—as it were, to love him. Such a kiss was a common greeting in that community, even among men. But it was more than a handshake; it was a gesture of intimate friendship. 


  Judas gave this greeting for the most evil of all purposes. The kiss was a prearranged signal to identify Jesus as the man to be taken into custody by the temple police. “The one I will kiss is the man,” Judas said; “seize him” (Matt. 26:48). When Judas kissed the man (see Mark 14:45), he was betraying him unto death. So Jesus said, with sad reproach, “Judas, would you betray the Son of Man with a kiss?” (Luke 22:48). 


  

  

 

ONE MAN, BETRAYED WITH A KISS 

  To understand what a bitter betrayal this was, we have to know how much Jesus had done for Judas. Luke reminds us of this when he identifies Judas as “one of the twelve” (Luke 22:47). This is what makes his treachery so utterly despicable: Judas was one of the original twelve apostles—the inner circle of Jesus’ closest friends. 


  Remember all of the things that Jesus had done for Judas, first calling him to be among his disciples and then choosing him to be one of the twelve. Jesus did this after spending a whole night with his Father in prayer (Luke 6:12–13). Judas was named a disciple by the definite will of God and the deliberate choice of Jesus Christ. 


  Jesus also taught Judas. Judas would have been present for almost all of the teaching that Jesus did throughout the Gospel of Luke. He was there when Jesus said that God’s blessing is for the poor, not for people who want to get rich (Luke 6:20, 24). He was there when Jesus said that his disciples should love their enemies (Luke 6:27–36), bear good fruit from a good heart (Luke 6:43–45), and build on the rock of obedience to Christ (Luke 6:46–49). When Jesus told his famous parables, he did not explain them to everyone; but he did explain them to Judas and the other disciples, saying, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of God” (Luke 8:10). Judas heard the parables Jesus taught to warn people against greed (e.g., Luke 12:13–21). He also heard the advice that Jesus gave about counting the cost of discipleship (e.g., Luke 14:26–33). 


  Not only did Jesus make a major investment in this man’s spiritual education, but he also showed him the power of his miracles, including miracles that directly benefited Judas. Presumably Judas Iscariot was out with the other disciples in the boat when Jesus calmed the stormy sea (Luke 8:22–25). Certainly he was there when Jesus fed the five thousand and every apostle gathered a full basket of leftovers (Luke 9:10–17). In his grace, Jesus rescued Judas from danger and provided for his daily needs. 


  Then Jesus gave Judas the opportunity to serve in ministry. Not only was Judas trusted to serve as treasurer of the common purse, but he also went out with the other apostles “preaching the gospel and healing” in various villages (Luke 9:6). Like the others, Judas was divinely empowered to preach the gospel, heal diseases, and cast out demons (which shows that serving in ministry is no guarantee of salvation!). 


  During all this time, Jesus was showing Judas again and again that he was the Christ, the Son of the living God. Jesus was giving him the gospel, repeatedly proclaiming his sufferings, death, and resurrection. He even warned Judas not to go astray. Like the rest of the disciples, Judas was taught to pray not to be led into temptation, but delivered from evil (Luke 11:4). He must have been there when Jesus said, “I tell you, everyone who acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man also will acknowledge before the angels of God, but the one who denies me before men will be denied before the angels of God” (Luke 12:8–9). Presumably Judas was also there when Jesus told the parable of the wicked tenants, which ended with the landowner putting his enemies to death for killing his only son (Luke 20:9–18). Jesus gave Judas every possible warning not to become the betrayer. 


  See how much Jesus had done for Judas! He even washed the man’s dirty feet. According to John, this night began with Jesus cleansing the feet of his disciples (see John 13). There was one disciple who refused, but it was not Judas; it was Peter. Then, after Jesus lovingly bathed his betrayer’s feet, he shared fellowship with him at the dinner table. Before Judas slipped out into the darkness, Jesus gave him one final warning: “Behold, the hand of him who betrays me is with me on the table. For the Son of Man goes as it has been determined, but woe to that man by whom he is betrayed!” (Luke 22:21). 


  Even the last words Jesus ever spoke to his betrayer were spoken in love: “Judas, would you betray the Son of Man with a kiss?” (Luke 22:48). Jesus called Judas by his personal name. Matthew tells us that he even called Judas his “friend” that night (Matt. 26:50), and it was as a friend that Jesus called him one last time to repentance. When he asked Judas this question, he was not expressing his own surprise, but trying to startle Judas into the recognition of what he was really doing. “O Judas, Judas! Are you sure you want to go through with this? Don’t you see that I am the one and only divine Son of God? Can’t you see what you are doing? You are becoming a traitor to the cause of Christ.” “Thus to the end Christ seeks to keep him from ruin,” writes Alexander Maclaren, “and with meek patience resents not indignity, but with majestic calmness sets before the miserable man the hideousness of his act.”2


  See how much Jesus loved this man, and imagine therefore how bitter it must have been for him to be betrayed. Jesus did more for Judas than any of us has ever done for anyone. If to kiss is to love, then Jesus had been kissing Judas all the way through the Gospel. This was the man who betrayed him: not one of his usual enemies, but someone he had welcomed as a close friend. The Son of Man was betrayed by someone he loved. 


  In fact, the very manner of this betrayal presumed upon Jesus’ affections. Judas knew where to find Jesus only because he was such a close friend. This secret garden was the secluded spot where Jesus loved to meet with his disciples. Judas knew it well because he had been there with Jesus so often (see John 18:2). It was his very friendship that enabled him to arrange this arrest, and the same close friendship that gave him access to greet Jesus with a kiss. Thus the Scriptures were fulfilled: “Even my close friend in whom I trusted, who ate my bread, has lifted his heel against me” (Ps. 41:9); “For it is not an enemy who taunts me . . . but it is you, my equal, my companion, my familiar friend” (Ps. 55:12–13). 


  Have you ever been betrayed? Have you ever had a close friend turn against you? Jesus knows our pain and understands our suffering, for his betrayal was the bitterest of all. Jesus was the Son of Man—an Old Testament title he used to identify himself as the Messiah, the Christ of God. The unique divine glory of his holy person makes his betrayal an infinitely wicked offense, especially coming from someone to whom he showed so much love. This fact led the famous German preacher F. W. Krummacher to wonder: “Can there be a more appalling or more deeply affecting scene than this treacherous betrayal of his Master?”3 “Nothing I can say in denunciation of Judas,” wrote another commentator, “would begin to approach the realm of words sufficient to denounce the dark and dastardly act.”4


  Jesus suffered this betrayal for us on his way to the cross. In a way, his sufferings would not have been complete without this betrayal. How could Jesus sympathize with us in all our suffering unless he himself had experienced the Judas-kiss of personal betrayal? When you feel betrayed—when you are betrayed—tell your heart to Jesus. He understands better than anyone else. 


  

  

 

ARMED RESISTANCE 

  What is the best way for us to respond when we are betrayed? Usually what we want is some sort of revenge, and immediately we start plotting how to get it. There is something deeply satisfying about seeing people get what we think they deserve. 


  Some of the great stories in world literature are based on the motif of betrayal and revenge. Consider The Count of Monte Cristo, the famous novel by Alexander Dumas in which the young Edmond Dantes is betrayed by three jealous friends and sent to prison. After making his escape and finding his fortune, Dantes systematically takes revenge on each of his hated enemies, driving them into financial ruin, public disgrace, suicide, and insanity. There is something juicy about a story like that, something that appeals to our fallen nature: it satisfies our craving for revenge. 


  Revenge is exactly what the disciples wanted when they saw Jesus betrayed. They had been praying with Jesus in the garden (or, to be strictly accurate, they had been sleeping in the garden while Jesus was praying). So they must have been startled by the unruly mob coming to make this arrest: “And when those who were around him saw what would follow, they said, ‘Lord, shall we strike with the sword?’ And one of them struck the servant of the high priest and cut off his right ear. But Jesus said, ‘No more of this!’ And he touched his ear and healed him” (Luke 22:49–51). 


  We know from the discussion Jesus had with his disciples earlier in the evening that they were carrying two swords (see Luke 22:38). Now the disciples wanted to know whether or not they were supposed to use them. Only one of them did not wait for Jesus to answer. Not surprisingly, Peter was the hasty apostle who lopped off somebody’s ear (John 18:10), striking his blow with “poor aim but stout intention.”5 Maybe Peter was still trying to prove that he would never deny the Christ. But in any case, when Jesus was betrayed, the disciples wanted to fight back. 


  There is a time and a place for the proper use of the sword. In the case of an unprovoked attack by an unlawful aggressor, we have a legitimate right to self-defense. The sword also has a divinely approved authority in the hands of the state, including its lawful use by a legitimate army in the prosecution of a just war. 


  Yet this was neither the time nor the place for the disciples to engage in any swordplay. To begin with, it was unlawful. However misguided they were, the people who came to arrest Jesus had legal authority under God. Therefore, any armed resistance would make the disciples guilty of resisting an arrest. 


  Fighting back was also unnecessary. Jesus Christ was the last person who needed anyone to defend him. If he needed help, all he had to do was call on the tens of thousands of angels who are under his Father’s command (see Matt. 26:53). Armed resistance was also unsafe. It was certainly unsafe for the servant who got his ear chopped off! But it was even more unsafe for the disciples: Jesus said that those who live by the sword will die by the sword (see Matt. 26:52). 


  Furthermore, resisting arrest was unwise. The disciples were outmanned, and therefore any resistance would have been futile. But it also would have given the religious leaders exactly the excuse they were looking for. They were about to spend all night desperately trying to find some legal basis for a charge against Jesus. If his disciples fought with their swords, they would be able to justify their own use of arms. They could claim that Jesus was leading a violent uprising, that his followers were armed and dangerous, and that therefore his forcible arrest was in the interest of public safety. 


  But the biggest problem with resisting this arrest is that it would undo God’s plan for salvation. It was the will of God for Jesus to be betrayed, arrested, tried, convicted, and crucified. Although these things were evil in themselves, they were the pathway Jesus needed to walk for our redemption. Rather than resisting arrest, he was called to submit to the force of these ungodly men, even unto death. Therefore, to strike a blow in his defense is “an action, which, however well meant, is, nevertheless, directed against the very ground and basis of the world’s salvation.”6


  All of this helps to explain why Jesus said “No more of this!” and then proceeded to reattach the servant’s ear. It was one of the smallest and simplest miracles Jesus ever performed. With clinical precision, Luke tells us that it was the servant’s right ear that was cut off, and that Jesus healed the man simply by touching him. “At the very moment of his arrest,” writes Kent Hughes, “with blood on the ground and steel in the air,” Jesus “reached out to one of his enemies and healed him.”7


  As simple as it was, this miracle was more important than some people realize. It was important because it protected Jesus from the accusation that he was running some sort of terrorist organization; it was a sign instead that he never did anyone any harm. The miracle was important because it showed how utterly opposed Jesus is to wrongful violence. It also ended any attempt to hinder his progress towards the cross where he died for our sins. When Jesus performed this miracle, he was showing his purpose to bring salvation and his willingness to suffer injustice for the glory of God. 


  At a practical level, the healing of the servant’s ear also shows how we should respond when we are mistreated, or even betrayed. We should not seek retaliation and revenge, like the disciples. Instead, we are to follow the example of Jesus in blessing our enemies. 


  This is an important lesson for the church. Whenever the church has taken up the power of the earthly sword, the results have always been disastrous. As the Anglican bishop J. C. Ryle wisely explained: 


  The sword has a lawful office of its own. It may be used righteously, in the defense of nations against oppression; it may become positively necessary to use it, to prevent confusion, plunder, and rapine upon earth: but the sword is not to be used in the propagation and maintenance of the Gospel. Christianity is not to be enforced by bloodshed, and belief in it extorted by force. Happy would it have been for the Church if this sentence had been more frequently remembered! There are few countries in Christendom where the mistake has not been made of attempting to change men’s religious opinions by compulsion, penalties, imprisonment, and death. And with what effect? The pages of history supply an answer. No wars have been so bloody as those which have arisen out of the collision of religious opinions: often, mournfully often, the very men who have been most forward to promote those wars have themselves been slain.8


  


  Today there are signs of increasing spiritual conflict everywhere in the world. Some Christians are under hostile attack. In an increasingly secularized America, people of faith often use the language of warfare to describe what is happening in the wider culture. In other countries Christians are actually facing physical forms of persecution. Whatever attack we are under, we must never forget that our real warfare is spiritual warfare and our only weapons are spiritual weapons like prayer and the preaching of the gospel. If only the disciples had prayed the way Jesus taught them to pray, they would have been ready for this midnight assault. But because they did not fight against the principalities and powers of darkness through prayer, they ended up resorting to the use of worthless weapons. 


  We can also follow the example of Jesus when we suffer our own personal betrayals. Perhaps you have an enemy at work—someone who is trying to make your life miserable. Maybe a close friend has betrayed your trust, or a family member has done you wrong. How easy it is for us to send our swords whistling through the air, not even waiting to hear Jesus tell us not to strike. When we are angry about something, usually our first impulse is to get even. But Jesus gives it to us straight: “No more of this!” No more vengeful thoughts! No more angry words! No more manipulation or retaliation. No more getting even. 


  Instead, follow the example of Jesus. Bless your enemies and do not curse them. Pray for them and look for ways to serve them. Commit your cause to the Lord, waiting for him to vindicate you when the time is right. Submit and surrender to God’s will, even for your suffering. Then people will be able to see what Jesus is like from the way that you treat your enemies. Of course, this is impossible to do apart from the grace of God. But we have a Savior who is able to help us—a Savior who himself was bitterly betrayed, who paid the price for all our own betrayals, and who now lives to save us through all our sufferings. 


  

  

 

THIS DARK HOUR 

  It is not just from our sufferings that God saves us, but through our sufferings. As Scripture teaches and experience confirms, it is not always God’s will to bring us immediate deliverance. By the power of his grace, God promises that one day our sufferings will be over. But in the meantime, we are often oppressed by the powers of darkness. Nowhere is this more clearly demonstrated than in the sufferings that Jesus endured on the night of his betrayal. “This is your hour,” he said to his tormentors, “and the power of darkness” (Luke 22:53). 


  When Jesus said “the power of darkness,” he was referring to Satan and the dark forces of evil. But he was also careful to put those powers in their place. Indeed, Jesus noted how ironic it was for them to arrest him at all. A literary critic would call this “irony of situation,” in which what happens is “the opposite of what is expected or appropriate.”9 Jesus pointed out this situational irony when he said “to the chief priests and officers of the temple and elders, who had come out against him, ‘Have you come out as against a robber, with swords and clubs? When I was with you day after day in the temple, you did not lay hands on me’” (Luke 22:52–53). 


  Jesus Christ is the gentlest man who ever lived. As it says in the Catechism for Young Children, he is “holy, harmless, and undefiled” (A. 46). Yet a huge arresting party came to take him away, “armed with swords, staves, and spears,” as if he were some sort of dangerous criminal.10 How ironic! Jesus is the one man in the history of the world who never took anything that did not belong to him. Yet the chief priests and the temple police deprived him of his liberty—another irony of injustice. These men could have arrested him publicly any day at the temple; instead, in cowardly secret they came in the dead of night. The situation is highly ironic: for a perfectly innocent man to be treated like a guilty criminal is the opposite of what is expected or appropriate. 


  Here is another irony: Jesus could have destroyed all of these men in a single instant, and none of their weapons would have given them the slightest protection. Their clubs and swords were not only unnecessary; they were also useless. Jesus was so mighty that nothing could have saved them from the power of his revenge. 


  Nevertheless, it was the will of God for Jesus to be betrayed, arrested, and finally crucified. This was the hour, Jesus said, of the power of darkness (Luke 22:53). This comment is recorded only in Luke, whose account of the arrest is shorter than we find in the other Gospels. Luke wanted to be sure we knew what Jesus said: this was the hour of the power of darkness. 


  When Jesus said “this is your hour,” he was not referring to sixty minutes on the clock, but to the short, definite period of time when evil men would have their way. This was the hour when Judas would give his treacherous kiss and the leaders of Israel would make their unlawful arrest. This was the hour when angry men would call for blood and cruel soldiers would carry out their terrible torture. This was the hour when the Son of Man would suffer unto death. 


  In other words, this was the hour when Satan would triumph. The devil is the dark lord of spiritual evil, and therefore the hour of darkness must be his hour. The Scripture calls Satan’s realm “the domain of darkness” (Col. 1:13). It says that our struggle against evil is a struggle “against the cosmic powers” that rule “this present darkness” (Eph. 6:12). This imagery helps to explain why Judas and his angry mob came at midnight. The cover of darkness was partly to hide their evil deeds, of course, but it was also a sign that they were working in the power of darkness. Luke has told us already that the devil himself had entered into the betrayer (Luke 22:3). Judas was in Satan’s grip, and therefore what he did was under the power of darkness. This was the hour of Satan’s power. All the forces of his dark realm were arrayed that night against the Son of God, and for a time they triumphed. 


  At this point it would be encouraging to say that at least Satan’s triumph lasted only an hour, whereas the victory of God’s Son will last for all eternity. This is true, of course. When Jesus said “this is your hour,” he was placing a time limit on the power of darkness. Although Satan seemed to triumph in Gethsemane, at Calvary, and in the dark days when Jesus was buried in the grave, his victory turned to defeat on Easter Sunday. On the third day Jesus rose from the dead, breaking the power of darkness and bringing the light of salvation to everyone who believes in him. The power of darkness had its time, but now that the resurrection power of God has come in Christ, we do not live in Satan’s dark hour. 


  There is deeper encouragement for us in this, however, that even the dark hour that seemed to be under Satan’s power was really God’s hour. The very fact that Jesus told the forces of darkness which hour was theirs showed that he was Lord of that hour and every hour. Even the dark hour of betrayal was under the greater power of God, and of his Christ. All of the things that seemed at the time like victories for Satan—including Judas and his nefarious kiss—actually fulfilled the prophecies of God. Jesus allowed Satan to have this hour of power only because he knew it would help to accomplish our salvation. By suffering this betrayal and everything else that happened to him on the way to his death, Jesus was paying the price for our sin and purchasing our salvation. Therefore, the hour of Satan’s power was at the same time the day of our redemption. 


  What comfort and courage this gives to us in every dark hour. It is true that our present trials will not last forever. Soon we will enter the eternal light of our salvation. But even this present darkness—whatever it is for us—is under the power of God. If God was at work even during the dark hour of our Lord’s betrayal, then whether we can see it or not, we may believe with hope that he is also at work right now in our own dark trials. 


  God is even at work when we feel betrayed. There is a powerful example of this in the life and death of William Tyndale, the famous Bible translator. Tyndale’s burning passion was to put the Greek and Hebrew Scriptures into the English language. For this alleged “crime,” as the church considered it, he was forced to flee from his native England and go into hiding in Europe. 


  Many people know that eventually Tyndale was burned at the stake. What is somewhat less well known is that his capture came as the result of a painful personal betrayal. It was a man Tyndale had trusted and confided in—a man he welcomed to his own dinner table and invited into his secret study, the villainous and perfidious Henry Phillips—who led him down a narrow passageway and into the arms of his enemies. Like Judas, Phillips was paid handsomely for his treachery, and like Judas, he used a prearranged signal to show which man he would betray.11


  After his arrest, William Tyndale was taken to Vilvorde castle to await his execution. All of his possessions were confiscated, including the precious books he was using to write the Word of God in English. How did Tyndale respond? Did he thirst for revenge, or did he experience the presence of Christ in his own dark trial? 


  We get a clear answer in Tyndale’s last known letter, written humbly to appeal to the local authorities for the return of his warm clothing. “I beg your lordship,” he wrote, 


  by the Lord Jesus, that if I am to remain here through the winter, you will request the commissary to have the kindness to send me, from the goods of mine which he has, a warmer cap; for I suffer greatly from cold in the head . . . ; a warmer coat also, for this which I have is very thin. . . . My overcoat is worn out; my shirts are also worn out. He has a woolen shirt, if he will be good enough to send it. . . . And I ask to be allowed to have a lamp in the evening; it is indeed wearisome sitting alone in the dark. But most of all I beg and beseech your clemency to be urgent with the commissary, that he will kindly permit me to have the Hebrew Bible, Hebrew grammar, and Hebrew dictionary, that I may pass the time in that study. 


  


  These requests reveal how much Tyndale was suffering in the months before he died. But his letter closes with a strong affirmation of faith. “I will be patient,” he wrote, “abiding the will of God, to the glory of the grace of my Lord Jesus Christ.” When William Tyndale went through his darkest hour, suffering a betrayal that led unto death, he experienced the peace and the comfort of Christ. As a result of his patient suffering and faithful witness, we are told, the jail keeper and his daughter came to faith in Christ, along with other members of their household.12


  Even the hour that seems to be under the power of darkness is really God’s hour, and by faith we will see him use it for his glory. God will comfort us with the presence of his Spirit, give us a peaceful heart that does not seek its own revenge, and help us testify to the grace of our Savior, who was betrayed with a kiss. 
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 THE COCK-A-DOODLE DENIAL

  
  Luke 22:54–62 


  But Peter said, “Man, I do not know what you are talking about.” And immediately, while he was still speaking, the rooster crowed. And the Lord turned and looked at Peter. And Peter remembered the saying of the Lord, how he had said to him, “Before the rooster crows today, you will deny me three times.” (Luke 22:60–61) 



  According to Black’s Law Dictionary, an arrest is the “taking custody of another for the purpose of holding or detaining him to answer a criminal charge.” This is precisely what happened to Jesus on the night that he was betrayed. He was taken into custody for the purpose of answering a criminal charge, as yet unspecified. Luke reports that after Judas gave his fatal kiss and Jesus declared that this was the hour of the power of darkness, “Then they seized him and led him away, bringing him into the high priest’s house, and Peter was following at a distance” (Luke 22:54). 


  The mention of Peter reminds us that there is a loose thread in this story—a dramatic tension that still needs to be resolved. Jesus prophesied that his leading disciple would repudiate the very Christ he once confessed, denying him three times before the first light of morning (Luke 22:34). But Peter protested that he would follow Jesus all the way to prison, if necessary, and even unto death (Luke 22:33). 


  Even apart from the words of Jesus, we would have good reason to doubt whether Peter will be able to keep himself from falling. His boast itself gives reason for concern, because pride always goes before a fall. Peter has also neglected his prayers, and there is no telling what sin people will commit once they stop praying for God to deliver them from evil. Peter was trying to follow Christ in his own power, and thus he had put himself in the most vulnerable position anyone ever gets: prayer-less, but full of presumption. 


  

  

 

ONCE, TWICE, THREE TIMES A SINNER 

  This was Peter’s situation as he followed the arresting party down the Mount of Olives, back into the city of Jerusalem, and then into the courtyard of the high priest, where Jesus would undergo the first of several trials. Frank Morison evocatively describes the “small party of men leading a strangely unresisting figure through the darkness, along the rocky defile that skirted the precipitous eastern face of the temple wall, up the historic causeway at the southeastern angle of the city wall to the headquarters of His avowed and inveterate enemies.”1 The night air was chill, someone gathered some wood, “and when they had kindled a fire in the middle of the courtyard and sat down together, Peter sat down among them” (Luke 22:55). 


  So far, so good. The rest of the disciples had all scattered (see Zech. 13:7; Mark 14:27), but Peter and one other disciple were still with Jesus (presumably it was John, who tells about this in his Gospel; see John 18:15–16). Peter wanted to see what would happen to Jesus (see Matt. 26:58), and he wanted to make good on his boast. Even if the others fell away, he would go to prison with Jesus. He would even die with Jesus. Peter tried to prove it by following Jesus all the way to the high priest. 


  In fact, “following” is just the word that Luke uses to describe what Peter was doing. This is what a disciple simply is: a follower of Christ. Admittedly, Peter was following “at a distance” (Luke 22:54), but at least he was still following (!), which most of the disciples weren’t. The others had already gone into hiding, but the bravest of all the disciples was still following Jesus, as a good disciple should. This was one of Peter’s best moments, right up there with walking on water (however briefly) and confessing Jesus as the Christ. Peter wanted to go farther than anyone else down the road that Jesus walked to the cross. 


  Yet all it took was one little challenge from a servant girl for Peter to say that he did not even know Jesus. Within a matter of hours he had denied his Lord—not once, not twice, but three times. From the other Gospels we know that these three denials took place as the evening unfolded, in the give and take of fireside conversation. But here is the tight account that Luke gives, sparing any extraneous details to focus on the denials: 


  Then a servant girl, seeing him as he sat in the light and looking closely at him, said, “This man also was with him.” But he denied it, saying, “Woman, I do not know him.” And a little later someone else saw him and said, “You also are one of them.” But Peter said, “Man, I am not.” And after an interval of about an hour still another insisted, saying, “Certainly this man also was with him, for he too is a Galilean.” But Peter said, “Man, I do not know what you are talking about.” (Luke 22:56–60) 


  


  How shall we describe this triple denial? Peter denied Jesus immediately, without the slightest hesitation. As soon as anyone said he was a follower of Christ, he claimed that he did not know Jesus at all. This, from the man who said he would die for Jesus! 


  Peter denied Jesus timidly. Maybe he could sense that this trial would turn out badly for Jesus. Maybe he was afraid for his own life. Yet the servant girl was hardly a threat to Peter. The consequences for saying that he knew Jesus were merely social, not judicial. He probably did not even know the people accusing him, nor was he likely to see them again. Yet cowardly Peter gave in to the social pressure and said that he did not know Jesus. 


  Peter also denied Jesus unconvincingly. When people took a good look at Peter’s face in the firelight, they knew that they had seen him hanging around with Jesus. He had a reputation for being a disciple because he was always with Jesus, and people noticed. Even his accent gave him away. The third man who accused Peter was insistent, and he had the evidence to back it up: “Certainly this man also was with him, for he too is a Galilean” (Luke 22:59). It was not simply the way Peter looked that gave him away, but also the way he talked. Everyone could tell that he was from Galilee, which is where most of the disciples came from. 


  Then Peter denied Jesus comprehensively. It was not just once or twice that he denied Jesus, but three times. It was not just men who heard his denial; it was also women. Furthermore, Peter made this denial in three different ways. First he said that he did not know Jesus (Luke 22:57). Then he explicitly disavowed that he was a disciple. When someone said that he was “one of them,” meaning one of the followers of Christ, Peter said that he was not one of them at all (Luke 22:58). The third time he pretended that he did not even know what people were talking about (Luke 22:59–60). Afterwards, he would never be able to say that it had all been some sort of misunderstanding, that he hadn’t really denied Jesus. No, Peter denied the Christ about as thoroughly as anyone could. 


  Finally, Peter sinned grievously: his sin was a very great sin. Indeed, it was one of the first signs that this hour was under the power of darkness (see Luke 22:53). One of Jesus’ own beloved disciples—Peter, whose confession was the rock on which Jesus promised to build his church—denied his Lord. Peter did this after many warnings not to fall away, after celebrating the holy sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, and after repeated exhortations to watch and pray. Peter did this against Jesus Christ, the infinitely worthy Son of God. Unless it was confessed and atoned, this triple denial was a damnable sin, for Peter denied the only God who could save him. 


  Yet at the very moment Peter was making his third denial, his sovereign Lord called him back to his senses: “And immediately, while he was still speaking, the rooster crowed. And the Lord turned and looked at Peter. And Peter remembered the saying of the Lord, how he said to him, ‘Before the rooster crows today, you will deny me three times.’ And he went out and wept bitterly” (Luke 22:60–62). 


  

  

 

THE TRUE TEST OF DISCIPLESHIP 

  What can we learn from Peter’s cock-a-doodle denial? Consider three important lessons about sin, grace, repentance, and a life of humble obedience to God. The first lesson is this: the true test of discipleship is our witness to the world, and not just the promises we make to God. 


  Peter was very presumptuous in the promise he made to Jesus: “Lord, I am ready to go with you both to prison and to death” (Luke 22:33). This was not the first time he had said something bold. Kent Hughes remarks that “Peter was always talking. . . . Sometimes he only opened his mouth to change feet, and at other times his words were immortal.”2 Peter was the one who confessed, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). He was the one who said, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (John 6:68). Then on the night of betrayal, he promised to follow Jesus to the very death. 


  All of that was in private, however, not in public. It was something Peter said to Jesus when he was safely within the community of faith, but not something he was ready to say in front of the whole world. On the contrary, when Peter was out in the courtyard he had almost nothing to say for himself, and nothing at all to say for Jesus. We find the most verbose of all the disciples strangely at a loss for words. All he can say is that he does not know Jesus. 


  The true test of discipleship is our witness to the world, and not just the promises we make to God. Does our own discipleship pass this test? People make many promises when they are alone with God—promises about living a better life, spending more time in prayer, or giving more money to charity. But the real test of our discipleship is what we say and do when we are under pressure to take a stand for Christ. What do we say then? 


  Unless we speak up for what we believe, then we ourselves become the deniers of Christ. I deny Christ when I talk with my friends about being involved at church, but not about what it means to know Jesus. I deny Christ when there is so little that is distinctive about the way I live that people at work or school do not even know that I am a Christian. I deny Christ when I am so afraid about what people think that I shrink back from telling people the biblical truth about controversial issues like abortion, or homosexuality, or the unique claims of Jesus Christ as the world’s only Savior. I deny Christ when I say something a Christian shouldn’t say or do something a Christian shouldn’t do because I want to have fun or to be popular. But if I cannot speak up and say something for Jesus, then what kind of disciple am I anyway? 


  Peter had an opportunity to take his stand the night that Jesus was betrayed, especially before his third denial. What someone literally said was this: “In truth this man also was with him” (Luke 22:59). So what was the truth? Was Peter with Jesus or not? The real test was not what he said when they were alone in the garden, but when he was out talking to people who did not know Jesus. 


  Peter failed that test. This was partly because he was so proudly confident of his faithful discipleship that he did not even pray for God’s help. How vulnerable we are to social pressure when we do not ask God to make us as courageous for Christ as we say we want to be when we are alone with Jesus. J. C. Ryle wisely said, 


  The best and highest saint is a poor weak creature, even at his best times. Whether he knows it or not, he carries within him an almost boundless capacity of wickedness, however fair and decent his outward conduct may seem. There is no enormity of sin into which he may not run, if he does not watch and pray, and if the grace of God does not hold him up. When we read the fall of Peter, we only read what might possibly befall any of ourselves. Let us never presume. Let us never indulge in high thoughts about our own strength.3


  


  No, let us never presume or think high thoughts about our own godliness. Instead, in our weakness, let us ask Jesus for the grace of a bolder witness, so that we can pass the true test of discipleship. 


  

  

 

JESUS KNOWS OUR WEAKNESS 

  As often as we sin like Peter, we can draw comfort from a second lesson he learned: Jesus knows our weakness, and even before we fall he has a plan to lift us back up. 


  We should always see Peter’s triple denial in the context of the prophecies that Jesus gave him. Jesus specifically predicted that Peter would deny him: “I tell you, Peter, the rooster will not crow this day, until you deny three times that you know me” (Luke 22:34). Jesus told Peter when he would deny him, and how many times, as well as the language he would use to do it. Jesus knew the weakness of Peter’s fallen nature, his propensity for falling into sin. He knew this at the very time he was suffering the consequences for that sin and all our sins by going to the cross. 


  Not only did Jesus know that Peter would fall into sin, but he also knew what he would do to prevent his disciple from falling completely away. Jesus had prayed that Peter’s faith would not fail. He had also given him this command: “And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:32). This command presumes that Peter’s faith would not fail, but would lead him to repentance. For when Jesus said that Peter would “turn again,” he was saying that the man would repent, turning away from his sinful denials to follow Jesus again. This repentance would be so complete that Peter would be restored to a place of leadership in ministry. In fact, it would become his special calling to help other sinners turn back to Jesus and follow him. 


  Jesus knew all of this in advance. He knew Peter’s weakness, and even before the man fell into sin he had a plan for his repentance and restoration. This helps to explain the famous “look” that Jesus gave Peter. At the very moment the rooster crowed, “the Lord turned and looked at Peter” (Luke 22:61). Who can begin to describe everything that Jesus communicated to Peter simply by making eye contact? I imagine that Jesus gave him a look of loving compassion and tender mercy. But whatever expression was on his lovely face instantly reminded Peter of what Jesus had said. 


  How remarkable it is that Jesus was even thinking about Peter at all. His own greatest trial had begun. Over the course of those awful hours Jesus was subjected to various taunts and insults, to say nothing of charges and accusations. “Surrounded by bloodthirsty and insulting enemies,” wrote J. C. Ryle, “in the full prospect of horrible outrages, an unjust trial, and a painful death, the Lord Jesus yet found time to think kindly of His poor erring disciple.”4 It reminds me of the way parents with young children will carry on a conversation with another adult in a crowded room, while at the same time trying to keep track of where their children are, and what they are doing. Jesus had been thinking of Peter with similar concern. It was almost as if he had been waiting all night to hear Peter’s rooster. 


  It is not certain whether Jesus was still inside the high priest’s house when this happened—somewhere near the door, perhaps—or whether he was coming out on his way to the next trial, but wherever he was, as soon as Jesus heard the rooster, he turned and looked at Peter. His heart went out to his fallen disciple. At the very moment Peter was sinning, Jesus loved him and called him back to repentance. 


  Here the wording of verse 61 seems especially significant: “Peter remembered the saying of the Lord,” or even “the word of the Lord” (Luke 22:61). Jesus looked at Peter to remind him of what he had said. It was not simply what Jesus said about the rooster that Peter needed to remember, but the whole conversation, including what Jesus said about praying for his faith and restoring him through repentance. Jesus knew the man’s weakness. Even before he fell into sin, Jesus had a plan for Peter’s restoration and gave him the word that would lead to his repentance. 


  Jesus knows our weakness too, and he has a plan for our salvation. This is why he came into the world in the first place: to die for our sins. This is why he has given us his word: to promise his forgiveness. This is why he has sent us his Spirit: to call us to repentance. One look is all it took for Peter to repent, and now Jesus has sent the Holy Spirit to do the same work in us. If we truly love Jesus, one quiet reminder from the Spirit is all it should take to call us back to repentance. 


  We do not need to hide our sin. So often we are tempted to think that God will not love us again until we deserve to be loved. But it is right now that Jesus is looking to us in love, even if we have done all we can to deny him. Jesus knows our weakness. He has always known it. Even when we sin he is looking to remind us of his word and call us to saving repentance. Parents sometimes tell their children that God is always watching them, in the hope that this will keep them away from sin. But it is just as important—maybe more important—to know that when we do sin, Jesus is looking at us in love, longing for us to come back to him. There is no need for us to drag ourselves back to repentance when instead we should be running to the love that always looks for our salvation. 


  This is why Christians have found the story of Peter’s denial to give so much hope. On the one hand, it is always heart-rending to see Peter fall into sin. We can feel the lump in our own throats when Jesus gives him that devastating glance, and we can almost taste his salty tears. But at the same time hope rises within us because we know that if there is hope for Peter, who denied Jesus on the very night of his betrayal, then there must be hope for us. 


  From the beginning, Luke has been “the Gospel of knowing for sure,” and this is one of the main things we need to know: there is hope for anyone who comes to Jesus in faith. No matter how much we fall to temptation, Jesus knows our weakness, and in his loving mercy he will lift us up to salvation. C. S. Lewis was right when he said, “Though our feelings come and go, His love for us does not. It is not wearied by our sins, or our indifference; and, therefore, it is quite relentless in its determination that we shall be cured of those sins, at whatever cost to us, at whatever cost to Him.”5


  

  

 

AFTER THE TEARS 

  If ever a man experienced sin’s costly cure, it was the apostle Peter. The rest of his story proves the grace of Jesus for fallen sinners and teaches us our third and final lesson: true repentance means more than feeling sorry for sin; it means turning back again and living for Christ. Here Peter is the perfect example, because he turned back almost as quickly as he turned away. “He was like a little child learning to walk,” said Charles Spurgeon, “scarcely down before his mother has him up again.”6


  The first thing Peter did after hearing the rooster was to go out and weep bitter tears (see Luke 22:62). Here Luke uses a word (eklausen) for intense emotion—the same word someone would use for grieving the dead. Although he does not specify what made these tears so bitter, it is not hard to imagine some of the possibilities. They were tears of disappointment, as Peter recalled his former boast and realized his failure to follow Jesus all the way. They were tears of shame, as Peter remembered his disloyalty and the penetrating look that Jesus gave him. They may also have been tears of sorrow, as he grieved what was happening to Jesus and everything he was about to lose. 


  Can you relate to Peter’s experience? Have you ever gone out to weep the bitter tears of failure, disappointment, shame, loss, or sorrow? If so, then what have you done with those tears? The most important thing about Peter’s tears is what happened afterwards. This is always the critical question. Sooner or later most people feel sorry for something they have done, or at least about the consequences of what they have done. But not everyone repents, in the biblical sense of the word. Repentance is more than a feeling; it is a change of direction away from sin and back to God. This is why tears alone do not prove Peter’s or anyone else’s repentance. What matters more is what we do after our tears are dried away. 


  Peter’s bitter tears show us the difference between repentance and remorse. Remorse is a feeling of regret that may lead to many tears, yet it never makes a lasting difference in anyone’s life. Repentance may also lead to many tears, but it does not stop there. It includes the life of obedience we lead after we have cried for our sins. 


  This was the difference between Peter and Judas, who also regretted what he had done. To be sure, there were some important differences between the sins these two men committed. The sin of Judas was more damaging and deliberate, whereas Peter sinned from weakness in a moment of sudden temptation. But the most important difference was that Peter actually repented of his sin, which Judas never did. 


  Like Peter, Judas soon wished that he had never sinned at all. Matthew tells how that unhappy traitor changed his mind, took back the blood money for his betrayal, and told the chief priests that Jesus was innocent. Feeling hopeless of any mercy from God, Judas went out and committed suicide (Matt. 27:3–5). Judas may well have shed as many tears as Peter shed. He certainly had a guilty conscience for the wrong that he had done. But it was only remorse, never repentance. Rather than praying for God’s mercy and then turning back to live for Jesus, Judas died in utter despair. His tragic end illustrates the second part of a contrast Paul drew for the Corinthians: “Godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation without regret, whereas worldly grief produces death” (2 Cor. 7:10). 


  The saving response to sin is repentance, not just remorse. J. C. Ryle said, “Remorse can make a man miserable, like Judas Iscariot, but it can do no more. It does not lead him to God.” Repentance, on the other hand, does lead a man to God; he is consciously sorry that a sin has been committed against God, yet hoping in faith (this is why Jesus prayed that Peter’s faith would not fail) that the sin will be forgiven. Therefore, repentance “makes a man’s heart soft and his conscience tender, and shows itself in real turning to a Father in heaven. The falls of a graceless professor are falls from which there is no rising again. But the fall of a true saint always ends in deep contrition, self-abasement, and amendment of life.”7


  We should look for all these signs of true repentance in our own response to sin. We certainly see them in Peter. We see his deep contrition and selfabasement in the bitter tears he shed after the rooster crowed his condemnation. Then we see his amendment of life in virtually everything he did afterwards. Jesus prophesied that after Peter sinned, he would turn again (see Luke 22:32)—in other words, he would repent. Peter did turn again. He did not isolate himself in his despair, but during the dark days when Jesus was in the grave he went to pray with the other followers of Christ. He was the first disciple to enter the empty tomb (see John 20:6; cf. Luke 24:34), and one of the first to believe in the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus for his salvation. Peter’s faith did not fail, just as Jesus promised (Luke 22:32). 


  

  

 

PETER’S RESTORATION 

  Soon the very man who denied Jesus was fully restored to his place of ministry. When the risen Christ met his disciples by the Sea of Galilee, Peter reaffirmed his love for Jesus three times—one for each of the three times he had once denied him. In response, Jesus told Peter to care for his church like a good shepherd (see John 21:15–19). From then on Peter was always one of the boldest apostles. One dark night he had been afraid to let even a young slave girl know that he was a Christian. But within a matter of weeks he was preaching the gospel in broad daylight, letting the whole city know that he was a follower of Jesus. Even getting thrown into prison did not deter him. When his enemies tried to silence him, Peter said, “We cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20). He kept witnessing for Christ right up until his own death by crucifixion (see John 21:19). 


  One could almost say that Peter made good on his promise to follow Jesus to prison and then on to death—not because of his bravado, but because God gave him the gift of repentance. It was true repentance, which is more than feeling sorry for sin; it is turning away from sin and living for Christ. Afterwards Peter did what Jesus said that he would do: he turned back to help his brothers and sisters get back on their feet when they fell into sin. “Do not put any confidence in your own spiritual abilities,” he would remind them. “Be steadfast in prayer. And when you do fall down, remember that Jesus loves you and will help you back up.” Then Peter would testify to the intense joy of being fully restored to God. 


  What hope Peter’s example gives to anyone who has fallen into sin, or failed in the Christian life, or maybe even denied Jesus altogether. A dramatic example comes from the life of the Chinese evangelist Wang Mingdao. Imprisoned in the 1950s for preaching the gospel, Wang was subjected to horrific torture. He denied the faith, and with the promise that he would preach whatever the communist authorities told him to preach, he was released from prison. Yet afterwards he could not bring himself to work against the church. Broken with guilt, he would wander around Beijing muttering, “I am Peter, I am Peter.” Eventually Wang Mingdao was rearrested and sentenced to life in prison. When the authorities approached him again to see if he would collaborate with them against the church, Wang refused outright. While he was languishing in prison, he remembered the precious promise of the prophet Micah: “Do not gloat over me, my enemy! Though I have fallen, I will rise. Though I sit in darkness, the Lord will be my light” (Micah 7:8 NIV). Wang Mingdao proceeded to renounce all his former denials, denouncing them as lies. Though he had fallen, the mercy of Christ enabled him to rise again.8


  Often the boldest believers are the ones who know they have been the biggest sinners. This must have been one of the reasons God allowed Peter to fall under temptation. Only by knowing his own weakness could he stop boasting in himself and find full strength in the power of God. In his mercy, God often helps us to make the same discovery. He lets us fail in our own strength, so that when we fall we will know how much we need his grace. 


  Then and only then will we be able to help other sinners find grace. What horrible arrogance would have been a temptation for Peter if he alone had followed Jesus through his trials without falling! But because Peter fell he was able to sympathize as a fellow sinner, wiping away people’s bitter tears and telling them about the grace of Jesus. Charles Spurgeon noted that there is “a peculiar tenderness, without which one is not qualified to shepherdize Christ’s sheep, and to feed his lambs—a tenderness, without which one cannot strengthen his brethren, as Peter was afterwards to do, a tenderness which does not usually come—at any rate, to such a man as Peter, except by his being put into the sieve, and tossed up and down by Satanic temptation.”9


  If you have fallen into serious sin, know that Jesus wants to do the same gracious work in your life. Your sin need not drive you to despair, but can be an opportunity for God to show his grace. The question is: What will you do after all the tears? J. C. Ryle said that “If we fall as Peter fell, we must repent as Peter repented, or else we shall never be saved.”10 But understand as well that Jesus loves you as much as he ever loved Peter. So if you do repent the way that Peter repented, you will not only be saved, but have the joy of helping other fallen sinners get up and start following Jesus more boldly than ever. 
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 SON OF GOD AND SON OF MAN

  Luke 22:63–71  


  And they led him away to their council, and they said, “If you are the Christ, tell us.” But he said to them, “If I tell you, you will not believe, and if I ask you, you will not answer.” (Luke 22:66b–68) 


  The Oxford professor and evolutionary scientist Richard Dawkins knows roughly as much about theology as I know about biology. Unfortunately, his relative ignorance did not prevent him from writing The God Delusion, a best-selling diatribe against anyone who has faith in God. To believe in any deity, Dawkins writes, is to commit “intellectual high treason.” But to believe in the God of the Bible is even worse, for he is “a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.”1


  These quotations are typical of Dawkins’s attitude towards Christianity. Even secular critics have described The God Delusion as shoddy, intolerant, amateurish, nasty, grotesquely false, and theologically illiterate.2 Yet what was perhaps most shocking is that despite all of the positive publicity the book received, there was little if anything new in any of its main arguments. Once again we are told that religion is a hypothesis that cannot meet the demands of scientific investigation, as if science were the only way to know. A man sits in judgment over God, deluded by his own sense of intellectual sovereignty. 


  

  

 

STRICKEN, SMITTEN, AND AFFLICTED 

  People did the same thing on the night that Jesus was betrayed: they sat in judgment over God. For on that night Jesus went through a series of legal trials—both civil and ecclesiastical—in which he was accused, judged, and ultimately condemned to die. 


  Generally speaking, there were two main sets of trials: the Jewish and then the Roman. Each trial had several parts, which makes it difficult to keep all the legal proceedings straight, especially since each of the four Gospels includes details that the others omit. 


  Luke 22 tells the story of the Jewish trials: “When day came, the assembly of the elders of the people gathered together, both chief priests and scribes. And they led him away to their council” (Luke 22:66). By this point Jesus had already been through two trials, or what today we would call “pretrial hearings.” First Jesus appeared before Annas, the former high priest, who still exercised a great deal of influence over Jewish affairs. When Annas had finished his preliminary investigation, he had Jesus bound and delivered to Caiaphas, who had become the high priest after him (see John 18:19–24). Caiaphas then conducted his own pretrial hearing, as described in Matthew 26:57–68. 


  Neither of these legal proceedings had any binding authority, however. According to Jewish law, the high council in Jerusalem could not try a case at night, but only during the daytime. Hence the significance of the opening words in verse 66: “When day came, the assembly . . . gathered.” In effect, this was the third part of the Jewish trial, following the hearings before Annas and Caiaphas. It was at those previous trials that the outcome actually had been decided. By the time Jesus appeared before the council, everyone knew what verdict would be pronounced—that is what they had been up all night trying to decide. But to give everything the appearance of legitimacy, the council waited until the first light of day to conduct a formal trial and render the agreed-upon verdict. 


  This time the whole council was assembled, including both the chief priests and the scribes. It was called the Sanhedrin—a group of seventy elders, plus the high priest. Since it was the highest court of law among the Israelites, it was the last court where Jesus would be tried before being handed over to the Romans, who alone had the power to execute the death penalty. 


  No one should think for a moment that any of these trials was conducted with a real concern for justice. The same men who insisted on waiting until dawn for the full trial later demanded for Jesus to die. Yet this was also against their regulations, because the same Talmud that required a daytime trial also forbade executing the death penalty on the same day a sentence was handed down. 


  Then there was all the abuse that Jesus suffered while he was held in custody. Sometime after his nighttime hearings and before his daytime trial, Jesus was tortured. Luke tells us that “the men who were holding Jesus in custody were mocking him as they beat him. They also blindfolded him and kept asking him, ‘Prophesy! Who is it that struck you?’ And they said many other things against him, blaspheming him” (Luke 22:63–65). 


  This was an outrageous case of police brutality. The prisoner was totally at the mercy of the temple guards, and when they sensed that he would be condemned, they felt that they could torture him with impunity. The shameful abuse of these cowardly men was partly physical, as they beat Jesus with their fists and other blunt objects. But they also added insult to injury by subjecting Jesus to mental and verbal abuse. Later the Roman soldiers would mock Jesus as king; here the Jewish wardens mocked him as prophet. They had heard that Jesus was a prophet. So in a perverse game of blindman’s bluff they blindfolded him and then, as they continued to hit him, challenged him to prophesy who was hitting him. Without warning, they hit him from every side, and with each unexpected blow, came the taunting question: “Tell us, Jesus, who hit you that time?” 


  For men like these, “religion was always good for a joke, particularly prophets who tried to scare you with warnings about a God who is supposed to be able to see everything you do, and will one day punish sinners.”3 But the men who abused Jesus would never get the last laugh. With divine omniscience, he knew exactly who was hitting him. Indeed, he knew everything that these men had ever done. Unless they repented, their laughter will turn into tears at the final judgment, when Jesus will see that perfect justice is done. 


  Ironically, the torments Jesus suffered were the fulfillment of prophecy. The very men who mocked Jesus were fulfilling various prophecies about the sufferings of the Christ. Jesus himself prophesied that he would be “mocked and shamefully treated” (Luke 18:32). He also said that these abuses would fulfill the words of the ancient prophets (Luke 18:31), and so they did. For example, the prophet Isaiah foretold that the suffering Christ would be “stricken, smitten . . . and afflicted” (Isa. 53:4). This did not just happen on the cross, but also before that, when Jesus was tied up and tortured. 


  Never forget that Jesus suffered these things for you. Every wounding blow and every taunting word was an expression of his love for lost sinners. Jesus did more than die for us on the cross; he also suffered for us on his way to the cross. As Isaiah also said, “He was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his stripes we are healed” (Isa. 53:5). 


  As far as our atonement is concerned—the forgiveness of our sins—it was only necessary for Jesus to die. But in order for Jesus to do the full work of our salvation, it was necessary for him to die in this way: alone, abandoned, and abused. Just as he fulfilled all righteousness, so he fulfilled all suffering, because in order to care for his suffering people, he first had to become our Suffering Servant. Now Jesus is able to sympathize and empathize with us in our sufferings, for he too has suffered shameful cruelty at the hands of sinful men. He knows what it is like to wonder when the next painful blow will strike, or to hear people laughing at him for trusting God. We should never think, therefore, that God does not or cannot understand our pain—even to the point of evil abuse. Jesus endured the worst things that anyone can experience. 


  Now in grace Jesus comes to help us in our own time of trial. He shows us how to suffer wrong with patience and faithfulness. Kent Hughes describes him standing before his enemies “in regal silence, dripping spittle and blood.”4 Never for one moment did he give in to a victim mentality or the temptation to get revenge. When we are ill-treated, we often ask “Why me?” Or else we want to strike back in anger at the people who are persecuting us. But Jesus patiently endured. “He had undertaken to purchase our redemption by His own humiliation,” wrote J. C. Ryle, “and He did not flinch from paying the uttermost farthing of the price.”5


  

  

 

JESUS THE CHRIST 

  It would be an injustice for any innocent man to suffer the abuse that Jesus suffered during the long night before he was crucified. But what this man suffered was an infinite injustice because of who he was. Luke tells us that the men abusing Jesus were “blaspheming him.” Luke’s word choice here (blasphēmountes) is significant because blasphemy is a very particular kind of slander. To blaspheme is to speak against God. As we shall see, blasphemy is the very accusation that the Jewish council later made against Jesus. But by using the word “blasphemy” to describe what these men were doing to Jesus, Luke points us towards his true identity. Who is for God in this situation, and who is really against him? Who is the real blasphemer? Is it Jesus, or the person who opposes Jesus? That is the fundamental question. 


  In the trial that follows, we see three titles that are used either by or about Jesus. These three titles—Christ, Son of Man, and Son of God—help us to know the true identity of Jesus. Luke has been trying to help us see this throughout his Gospel. He wants us to know who Jesus is, and in knowing Jesus, to know for sure that we have salvation. As we draw closer to the crucifixion, Luke slows down the story to make sure we see who Jesus really is. Jesus would not be killed before making his identity clear. 


  The first title used for Jesus is Christ. The members of the council said to him, “If you are the Christ, tell us” (Luke 22:67). “Christ” is not the last name of Jesus, but the formal title for a sacred office. It is another word for “Messiah,” which simply means “the Anointed One.” The Messiah or the Christ is the Savior that God always promised to send. 


  The title of Christ has kingly overtones, which explains why the council asked this question. Later, when these men brought Jesus before Pilate, they claimed that Jesus had identified himself as “Christ, a king” (Luke 23:2). Everyone knew that the Christ would come from the royal house of David. Many people in Israel thought of this kingship primarily in political terms; they were looking for a Savior to overthrow the Roman Empire. If the council could get Jesus to admit that he was the Messiah, they could claim that Jesus wanted to overthrow the government, and this, in turn, would get him in trouble with Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor. So their question seems to have a malevolent motivation. They are less interested in the ancient promises of God than they are in getting Jesus to claim a kingship that might get him condemned—exactly the kind of situation that the Fifth Amendment to the United States Constitution is supposed to guard against. 


  The religious leaders tried to get Jesus to incriminate himself by claiming not to know whether he was the Christ. “If you are the Christ,” they said. If you are the Christ?!? Of course Jesus is the Christ! Luke has been showing us this all the way through his Gospel. Way back at the beginning, when the birth of Jesus was first announced to Mary, the angel Gabriel said, “the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David” (Luke 1:32). In other words, Jesus would be Israel’s anointed king—the Messiah. The Christmas angel said as much to the shepherds out in the fields: “For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:11). Later Luke tells us that when the baby Jesus was taken to the temple, a man named Simeon saw “the Lord’s Christ” (Luke 2:25–26). Then there is the famous confession of Peter, who declared Jesus to be “the Christ of God” (Luke 9:20). There are no “ifs” about it: Jesus is the Christ. 


  Nevertheless, the members of the council put the question to Jesus: “If you are the Christ, tell us.” If their question had been sincere, Jesus surely would have answered it. Instead, he responded by saying, “If I tell you, you will not believe, and if I ask you, you will not answer” (Luke 22:67–68). 


  The first part of this answer is easy enough to understand. Jesus knew that even if he told these men that he was the Christ, they would not believe him. He had already performed many wonders for them—the miraculous signs of the Messiah. If they did not believe his works, why would they believe his words? The problem was not that they did not have enough evidence. That is never the problem. God has revealed his wisdom, power, and beauty in everything from the littlest snowflake to the farthest nebula, and the glory of Jesus is revealed on every page of the Gospel. Even Richard Dawkins would get over his atheist delusion if he would only see what is really there. The problem for someone who does not believe that Jesus is the Christ is never a lack of evidence, but always a refusal to accept the evidence given. So Jesus said, “If I tell you, you will not believe” (Luke 22:67). 


  What may be harder to understand is what he said next: “and if I ask you, you will not answer” (Luke 22:68). What was Jesus thinking about asking these men? Probably the most important question in the world: Do you believe that I am the Christ? Here are some ways to paraphrase what Jesus said: “If I advance any arguments to prove that I am the Messiah,” or “If I enquire of you what kind of Messiah is promised in Scripture, and ask you whether the signs of Messiah appear sufficiently in me, you will not give me an honest answer.”6 Here is the question: Is Jesus the Savior whom God promised to send, or not? 


  Jesus was right: these men never would have given him an honest answer. In fact, they were already in the bad habit of not answering him when he asked them a fair question. This happened when Jesus asked them about the baptism of John (Luke 20:4–7), and again when he asked them about David’s son and David’s Lord (Luke 20:41–44). They would not have answered him this time either. Their minds were already made up. They had decided to take his life, whether he said that he was the Messiah or not. 


  What answer would you give? As you read the Gospel, Jesus is asking if you believe that he is Christ. Believe the promise of the Christmas angels. Accept the testimony of Peter’s confession. Trust the words of the man who was betrayed by Judas, tried by the Sanhedrin, condemned by Pilate, and crucified at Calvary. Believe that Jesus is the Savior whom God promised to send. 


  

  

 

JESUS THE SON OF MAN 

  There is still more to know about this man. Although Jesus would not tell his tormentors whether he was the Christ, he did tell them one of his other titles. “But from now on,” he said, “the Son of Man shall be seated at the right hand of the power of God” (Luke 22:69). Jesus the Christ is also the Son of Man. 


  This was far and away Jesus’ favorite title for himself. He uses it dozens of times in the Gospels, more frequently than any other expression. To give just one example, when he prophesied his crucifixion and resurrection, he said, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised” (Luke 9:22). Now Jesus was telling the very men who rejected him that he was, in fact, the Son of Man. 


  There is a sense in which any person is a “son of man”—the offspring of humanity. However, this title has a special meaning that comes from the Old Testament, where the prophet Daniel saw a vision of the Son of Man coming in heavenly glory and divine judgment: 


  I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. And to him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed. (Dan. 7:13–14) 


  


  Although the Son of Man in Daniel’s vision is associated with humanity, his glory comes from his deity. For when the prophet saw this “Son of Man,” he saw a being of mighty power and awesome splendor, with God-like dominion over the nations. It was a vision of a divine ruler and judge—this was widely recognized by scholars of the Scriptures. At his trial before the Jewish high council, Jesus the Christ claimed that glory for himself. He took the title of the Son of Man, with all its divine connotations, and declared that it belonged to him. It was a term of humanity that pointed toward deity, and therefore it was one of the best expressions he could use to encapsulate his incarnation as the God-man. 


  Jesus used the title of the Son of Man the same way that Daniel used it: to prophesy the final judgment. The Son of Man will come and sit on the right hand of God, which is the place of divine power and authority. There he will exercise his rule over the universe and his judgment of the nations. This will happen very soon. “From now on,” Jesus said, implying that his elevation to glory had virtually begun. He was absolutely certain of this. Even as he went to the cross, he was totally confident that his Father would raise him from the dead, and rightly so. All of these things were about to happen. In a matter of days Jesus would rise from the grave; in a matter of weeks he would ascend into heaven; and in a matter of years he will come again in glorious judgment to rule the nations. 


  These prophecies will all come true. The Scripture says that “after making purification for sins,” Jesus “sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (Heb. 1:3). It says further that the Son of Man will come again “with power and great glory” (Luke 21:27), and that when he does, he will “judge the living and the dead” (1 Peter 4:5). Jesus will even judge the men who once sat in judgment over him. This makes what he said about the Son of Man highly ironic. At the very time Jesus was being judged, he was also claiming the right to judge! 


  The time will come, therefore, when everyone who judges Jesus will be judged by him. We do not judge God; he judges us. Many people get this backwards. As they start to investigate religion, they assume that the real question is what they think about Jesus, rather than what Jesus thinks about them. We see this attitude in the explanation one youth leader gave as to why he could not accept orthodox Christian teaching about the sovereignty of God, or his wrath against sin, or the necessity of confessing Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord in order to avoid eternal judgment. “I refuse to believe any of that,” he said: 


  If those things are true, then God might as well send me to Hell. For better or worse, I simply am not interested in any God but a completely good, entirely loving, and perfectly forgiving One. . . . Such a God may not exist, but I will die seeking such a God, and I will pledge my allegiance to no other possibility because, quite frankly, anything less is not worthy of my worship. Please, don’t get me wrong. I am well aware that I don’t get to decide who God is. What I do get to decide, however, is to whom I pledge my allegiance. I am a free agent, after all, and I have standards for my God, the first of which is this: I will not worship any God who is not at least as compassionate as I am.7


  


  What is shocking in these statements is not simply the rejection of cardinal doctrines of the Christian faith, but also the idea that God is the one who has to meet our standards. This is the proud posture of our fallen nature: we demand the right to sit in judgment over God. But Jesus claims to be the Son of Man, and if he is the Son of Man, then one day he will sit in judgment over us. Get ready for the day of that judgment. Accept God’s perspective on your sin and his way of salvation. Entrust your body and your soul to Jesus, the Son of Man, who is also the Christ. 


  

  

 

JESUS THE SON OF GOD 

  The religious leaders who conducted this trial understood exactly what Jesus was saying. They knew their Old Testaments, including the prophecies of Daniel. So when Jesus started talking about the Son of Man, they instantly recognized that he was claiming divine power. But to make sure he had said what they thought he had said, they double-checked by asking him, “Are you the Son of God, then?” (Luke 22:70). 


  There are still some people—including some Bible scholars—who deny that Jesus ever claimed to be God at all. Yet the religious leaders who got Jesus killed knew that this is exactly what he claimed. Indeed, this is one of the reasons they were so angry with him. They were quite sure that he could not be God, and therefore that any claim he made of deity had to be blasphemy, which in those days was a capital offense under Jewish law. Did Jesus really mean what they thought he meant—that he was the divine Son of Man? If so, he deserved to die. So they asked him again if he was the Son of God. 


  For anyone who has studied Luke, this question is easy to answer. Is Jesus the Son of God? Yes, he is the Son of God! Way back at the beginning, when Gabriel first announced his birth to the virgin Mary, the angel said that Jesus would be called “the Son of the Most High” (Luke 1:32). This was confirmed in his baptism, when heaven was opened and the Father said: “You are my beloved Son” (Luke 3:22). It was confirmed again on the mount of transfiguration, when the Father said, “This is my Son” (Luke 9:35). Jesus the Christ is the Son of God as well as the Son of Man. 


  Jesus declared this at his trial by saying, “You say that I am” (Luke 22:70). This was not an evasion, as it may seem, but an affirmation. To say “You say that I am” was to use a manner of speech that gave assent without necessarily indicating total agreement. It was a way of saying something like this: “I am, as you say, the Son of God.”8 Leon Morris offers the following paraphrase: “I would not put it like that, but since you have, I cannot deny it.”9


  Jesus had a much fuller understanding than anyone else of what it meant for him to be the Son of God. His definition was different from theirs, and therefore he could not agree to their statement without qualification. Is Jesus the Son of God? He is the supreme, unique, divine, and eternal Son of the Father in a way his enemies would never understand. They did not believe that he is the one and only Son of God given for the salvation of sinners. Nevertheless, he could hardly deny the truth of what they were saying. Jesus is the Son of God, and he will be the Son of God, and he has been the Son of God from all eternity. So he said, “You say that I am.” 


  For all practical purposes this was the end of the trial, because when the scribes and priests heard Jesus claim to be the Son of God, they immediately said, “What further testimony do we need? We have heard it ourselves from his own lips” (Luke 22:71). These words were spoken in condemnation by men who had been up all night trying to find a charge against Jesus that would stick in a court of law. Finally they had managed to get him to incriminate himself, for by claiming to be the Son of God, he had spoken blasphemy, or so they thought. 


  If only these men had answered their own question a different way, they could have been saved. Consider carefully what they said, because when Luke put their words into his Gospel, he was hoping we would catch their irony. Indeed, he was hoping that we would answer this question the right way instead of the wrong way: “What further testimony do we need? We have heard it ourselves from his own lips” (Luke 22:71). 


  Well, what further testimony do we need? We have heard the words of Jesus himself. He claims to be the Savior whom God always promised to send, the divine Judge who will come in glory at the final judgment, the one and only Son of the everlasting Father. With his own lips, Jesus the Christ says that he is both Son of Man and Son of God. What further testimony does anyone need? Believe the testimony he has given, and you will find salvation in the Son of God and the Son of Man, Jesus the Christ. 
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 THE KING OF THE JEWS

  Luke 23:1–12  


  And Pilate asked him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” And he answered him, “You have said so.” (Luke 23:3) 


  Luke was careful to place the birth and death of Jesus in their historical context. He wanted his readers to be sure of their salvation, which includes knowing when these things took place. So Luke opens his Gospel by saying, “In the days of Herod, king of Judea” (Luke 1:5). Similarly, his stately account of the first Christmas tells us about a decree that went out from Caesar Augustus, specifically “the first registration when Quirinius was governor of Syria” (Luke 2:2). 


  The politicians come back with a vengeance at the end of Luke’s Gospel, when Jesus appears before Pilate the governor and Herod the tetrarch. This historical fact is highlighted in a famous phrase from the Apostles’ Creed: “he suffered under Pontius Pilate.” These words remind us that what Jesus endured on his way to the cross is something that really happened. 


  Skeptics sometimes say that the stories in the Gospels are only makebelieve: Jesus never died on the cross, and he certainly never rose from the dead. In fact, some historians used to doubt whether Pontius Pilate ever existed. The only evidence for him was in the Bible, which they would not accept as credible history. Then in 1961 a team of Italian archaeologists discovered the following inscription at Herod’s amphitheater in Caesarea: “Pontius Pilate, prefect of Judea, has dedicated to the people of Caesarea a temple in honor of Tiberius.”1 Not only was Pilate a real person, but he was also famous enough to have his name inscribed on a public monument! 


  

  

 

THREE ROMAN TRIALS 

  Jesus is just as real. In fact, archaeologists have since uncovered the very pavement where he stood the morning of his trial before Pilate. By this point Jesus had already been tried by the Jews, and condemned. Following a couple of contentious pretrial hearings that took place under the cover of night, Jesus appeared before the council of the Sanhedrin at daybreak. Once they were convinced that he had committed the blasphemy of claiming to be the Son of God, they were determined to put him to death (see Mark 14:64). However, the Jews were then under Roman occupation, so they did not have the right to execute a death penalty. 


  To put Jesus to death, they would need the help of the local Roman authority, a governor by the name of Pontius Pilate. So “the whole company of them arose and brought him before Pilate” (Luke 23:1). This in itself was remarkable. The Sanhedrin was so sharply divided between the Pharisees and the Sadducees that they almost never did anything together. Yet they were so united in their hatred of Jesus that as one man they rose up in a murderous rage and dragged him before the one judge who could put him to death. All they wanted was for someone to ratify the verdict they had already reached, but things would not be so simple. For now began what Kent Hughes has called “the most infamous trial in history, a weird, twisted thing that began before Pilate, the careerist Roman politician, then detoured to the tetrarch Herod, the half-Jew puppet ruler, and finally returned to Pilate where the awful judgment was rendered.”2


  The first complication was that whereas the Jews had tried and convicted Jesus for blasphemy, the Romans did not consider blasphemy a crime at all. Thus they tried to tell Pilate that Jesus was some kind of political subversive, virtually a terrorist. The governor was not persuaded. Yet the council said two things that piqued his interest. One was that Jesus was a king—a claim made in verse 2 and then discussed in verse 3. The other was that Jesus came from Galilee: “When Pilate heard this, he asked whether the man was a Galilean. And when he learned that he belonged to Herod’s jurisdiction, he sent him over to Herod, who was himself in Jerusalem at that time” (Luke 23:6–7). 


  Anyone who has ever tried to get help from any government anywhere in the world will recognize this strategy immediately. Pilate was giving these men the runaround. Give him the slightest chance, and he would avoid taking responsibility by sending people off to see someone else. First he told the Sanhedrin that they needed to deal with Jesus themselves. According to the Gospel of John, “Pilate said to them, ‘Take him yourselves and judge him by your own law.’” This would not work, however, because the Jewish leaders wanted Jesus dead, and they could not execute the death penalty. “It is not lawful for us to put anyone to death,” they said (John 18:31). 


  But maybe there was some other way for Pilate to get this case out of his in-box, and when he heard that Jesus was from Galilee, he seized his chance. Under Roman law, a person could either be tried in the place where he was accused or in the province where he came from. Jesus was from Galilee, and it just so happened that the ruler of Galilee was in Jerusalem for Passover. The Galilean ruler was Herod Antipas, the son of Herod the Great, who had been the king when Jesus was born. Antipas was only a tetrarch, but the territory of his jurisdiction included Galilee. So off Jesus went to yet another trial—one Pilate probably hoped would end in death. 


  Surprisingly Herod was happy to see Jesus coming: “When Herod saw Jesus, he was very glad, for he had long desired to see him, because he had heard about him, and he was hoping to see some sign done by him” (Luke 23:8). Jesus was famous for doing miracles, especially in Galilee. Now, finally, Herod had a chance to see for himself what Jesus could do. 


  The king was as curious as he was cruel. We know the man’s cruelty from his brutal beheading of John the Baptist at the stag party for his birthday (see Matt. 14:1–12), and later from his murder of the apostle James (see Acts 12:2). Yet we also know that he had at least some interest in spiritual things, even if it was only an idle curiosity. Herod was married to Herodias, the wife of his brother Philip. When John preached against this adulterous match, Herodias insisted on having him thrown into prison. But Herod loved to hear the Baptist preach. As Mark tells us, “Herod feared John, knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he kept him safe. When he heard him, he was greatly perplexed, and yet he heard him gladly” (Mark 6:20). Here was a man who heard the gospel and almost wanted to believe it, but never actually did. In fact, this may have been what made him so dangerous: he had dabbled in religion without ever committing his life to Christ, which made him even more resistant to the gospel in the end. 


  We also sense that Herod sometimes suffered from a troubled conscience. When he started hearing people talk about Jesus, Herod thought he was the ghost of John the Baptist (see Mark 6:16). Why would he make this supposition? Almost certainly because his conscience cried out against him for putting a holy man to death. 


  Now Herod finally had the opportunity to meet Jesus for himself. Hoping to see some kind of miracle, he wanted to be entertained. So when Jesus refused to perform any tricks, Herod used him for sport. One way or another, he would have his fun. If Jesus would not dazzle him with signs and wonders, then for the sake of his own cruel laughter, Herod would expose him to rude mockery. This is the same attitude many people have today. They want God to entertain them, and they will mock him if he fails to give them the pleasures they want out of life. 


  Although Herod held Jesus in contempt, he never found him guilty. Surely if he thought that Jesus had committed any crime, Herod (of all people) would not hesitate to have him put to death. Instead, he sent him back to Pontius Pilate: “And Herod and Pilate became friends with each other that very day, for before this they had been at enmity with each other” (Luke 23:12). Here was an unholy alliance. Rather than believing in Jesus and getting reconciled to God, these men were reconciled to one another by mistreating Jesus. Here was a perverse friendship, based on the one thing that unbelievers can always agree on: that they will not put their faith in Jesus Christ. Here too was the fulfillment of an ancient prophecy: “The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take counsel together, against the LORD and against his anointed” (Ps. 2:2). 


  

  

 

THE CLAIM OF KINGSHIP 

  So, at length, the problem prisoner ended up back before Pontius Pilate. The governor had tried to get rid of Jesus by sending him off to Herod, but now Herod had returned the compliment, so to speak. In effect he was saying, “I don’t want to deal with Jesus; you deal with him!” 


  Jesus is like that: if you try to push him out of your life, hoping you will not have to make a firm decision about him, he keeps coming back. You cannot simply decide to do nothing with Jesus. He claims to be the Son of God and the Savior of the world. If he is, then we should worship him. If he is not, then he is either a liar or a lunatic and we should have nothing to do with him. But the one thing we cannot do is simply leave Jesus alone. If the Bible is right that believing in Jesus is the difference between living forever in heaven and suffering forever in hell, then what we do with him is the most important decision we will ever make. This is why Jesus keeps coming back: he wants us to make the right decision about him. 


  Here Luke helps us to make that decision by telling us two important truths about Jesus. In his record of the Jewish trial, Luke showed us that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of Man, and the Son of God. Here, in his record of the Roman trial, Luke brings further clarity to the person of Jesus by making a claim of kingship and a claim of innocence: Jesus is both the true King of God’s people and a perfectly innocent man. 


  The subject of kingship was first introduced by the religious leaders who were trying to get Jesus crucified. They accused Jesus of “saying that he himself is Christ, a king” (Luke 23:2). Remember that “Christ” (or “Messiah”) is a royal title, signifying kingship. The leaders of the Jews did not believe that Jesus really was the Christ, nor had he admitted that he was the Christ under their interrogation (see Luke 22:67). Yet making this claim was their best chance of getting Jesus into trouble with the law. 


  The issue here is political subversion. Governments always have a vested interest in defending their right to govern, so if there was one thing Pontius Pilate could not and would not tolerate, it was someone claiming sovereign authority over his territory. Most of the accusations against Jesus were religious, which was of little or no concern to Pilate, who was a politician after all. Yet kingship was a political issue; so he put the question to Jesus: “Are you the King of the Jews?” (Luke 23:3). 


  Once again, Jesus was faced with a question that was hard to answer. On the one hand, he was not at all the kind of king that Pilate had in mind. He was not seeking the political power to rule a people group or control a geographic territory. If his kingdom had been of this world, he would have been leading an army of soldiers, which he obviously was not (see John 18:36). Pilate did not need to worry: Jesus was not trying to overthrow the Romans—at least not yet. 


  Nevertheless, even if Jesus did not agree with Pilate’s definition of a king, he could not deny that he was Israel’s true and rightful king. So he gave the governor this answer: “You have said so” (Luke 23:3). This is similar to what Jesus said when the Sanhedrin asked if he was the Son of God (Luke 22:70). It was an almost reluctant affirmation. Without fully endorsing what Pilate meant, he testified that he was, as the governor said, the King of the Jews. 


  Later the apostle Paul would say that “in his testimony before Pontius Pilate,” Jesus made “the good confession” (1 Tim. 6:13). This was part of his good confession: testifying to his royal kingship. From ancient times, the Jews were God’s precious and chosen people. God had promised to give them a king from the house and line of David, a king who would rule forever over Israel and the nations. Jesus was the man born to be that king. This is one of the reasons Luke took the trouble to give us his genealogy back in chapter 3: he wanted to show that Jesus Christ is the son of David. This also explains why wise men from the east brought treasure and spices to Bethlehem. As they said to Herod himself, they were looking for the baby who was “born king of the Jews” (Matt. 2:2). Jesus knew his lineage. So when Pilate asked if he was the King of the Jews, Jesus had to confess that he was. 


  Some people mocked this claim. Instead of bowing down to swear allegiance, they treated his kingship with royal contempt. We certainly see this in the response of the Romans at the trial before Herod. What happened when Jesus refused to answer the tetrarch’s insolent questions, or to put on the show he was hoping to see? Luke tells us that “Herod with his soldiers treated him with contempt and mocked him. Then, arraying him in splendid clothing, he sent him back to Pilate” (Luke 23:11). 


  Presumably the robes they put on Jesus came from somewhere in Herod’s closet—the hand-me-down splendor of a tyrant’s wardrobe. Then, once they had dressed him in these clothes, they proceeded to make a royal mockery of his kingly majesty. This was a cruel irony. Jesus should be adored, not abused. He should be treated with reverence, not contempt. Yet just as the temple guards had mocked him earlier as prophet, so now the Roman soldiers mocked him as king. 


  Many people still mock Jesus today. If they talk about him at all, it is only to use his name as a swear word, to make fun of his followers, or to make jokes about the stories in the Gospels, speaking blasphemy. But these are not the only ways to make a mockery of Jesus. Herod’s real sin was that he did not take Jesus seriously, and we are tempted not to take him seriously either. If Jesus really is the King, then anything less than willing obedience and open worship is unworthy of his honor. But sometimes we go an entire day, or a week, or even longer without contemplating his kingly majesty, or going to his throne in prayer, or listening to the royal decrees that are written in his Word. 


  Kings are not to be ignored; they are to be honored and obeyed. If Jesus truly is our King, then we will show his gentleness in our homes, his patience in our trials, his diligence in our work, his faithfulness in our friendships, and his forgiveness for the people it is hard for us to love. Are you living for the King, or are you mocking him by living as if it hardly matters whether he is the King or not? The claim of kingship is not just a claim that Jesus makes about himself, but a claim that he makes on us. 


  

  

 

THE CLAIM OF INNOCENCE 

  The second claim Luke makes about Jesus is that he is innocent of all charges. This is important to know because of the manner in which Jesus died. If we knew only that Jesus was crucified, we might get the impression that he was some kind of criminal, when in fact the royal King is also the perfect man. The trial demonstrates this repeatedly by clearing Jesus from accusation after accusation against him. 


  In his Jewish trial, the accusations against Jesus were primarily religious: in some blasphemous way he had claimed, falsely, to be the Son of God. The accusations in his Roman trial were political. As soon as Pilate gave them a chance to speak, the religious leaders began to accuse Jesus, saying, “We found this man misleading our nation and forbidding us to give tribute to Caesar, and saying that he himself is Christ, a king” (Luke 23:2). 


  These accusations really amounted to a charge of treason. To mislead the nation was to incite rebellion by starting a revolution. To forbid the giving of tribute was to refuse to pay taxes as an act of civil disobedience. To claim to be a king was to seek the overthrow of Roman rule. No government could ever tolerate this kind of rebellion. Even after Pilate rendered his initial verdict, declaring Jesus not guilty, the religious leaders kept up their attack. In fact, they made their case against him even more intensely than before, applying more pressure on Pilate to get him to do what they wanted: “they were urgent, saying, ‘He stirs up the people, teaching throughout all Judea, from Galilee even to this place’” (Luke 23:5). The religious leaders would not let up, but made similar accusations when they went before Herod: “The chief priests and the scribes stood by, vehemently accusing him” (Luke 23:10). These men were relentless in their insistence that as a political revolutionary, Jesus would have to die. 


  None of these charges seemed very plausible. Since when had Jewish leaders ever been concerned about defending the Roman Empire? That was Pilate’s problem, not theirs. As we learn from the other Gospels, Pilate rightly suspected that they were saying this only because they hated Jesus (see Matt. 27:18; Mark 15:10). Nor did it seem very likely that Jesus was a political subversive. Hence Pilate’s question in verse 3: “Are you the King of the Jews?” The governor could scarcely believe that this was true. As Leon Morris comments, “What the Jews had said had prepared him to meet a resistance fighter, but one glance at Jesus was enough to show the utter absurdity of such an idea and it wrenched this incredulous question from his lips.”3


  It did not take Pilate long to determine that Jesus could hardly be guilty of any capital crime. Soon he pronounced his verdict to the chief priests and the crowds that by now had gathered: “I find no guilt in this man” (Luke 23:4). Luke does not give us all the details of this trial. He leaves out most of the give and take. But he makes sure we hear the verdict because this is the most important moment in this trial: when Pilate declares Jesus innocent of all charges. Luke wants us to hear this because it helps us to see the whole passion narrative for what it really is: the unjust execution of a perfectly innocent man. 


  All of the accusations against Jesus were false. His enemies accused him of misleading the nation. On the contrary, he was leading the nation into the way of truth and life. They said he told people not to pay tribute to Caesar. This was an out-and-out lie, for Jesus had said almost exactly the opposite: people should “render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s” (Luke 20:25). They accused Jesus of claiming to be the Christ. He was the Christ, of course, but in his trial before the Sanhedrin earlier that morning he had refused to say this because they did not understand what kind of king he would be (Luke 22:67). They accused him of stirring people up all over Israel. In a way this was true, but far from stirring up a rebellion, Jesus was actually trying to stir people up to salvation. 


  So Jesus was innocent of all these charges. Indeed, he was innocent of any charge that anyone could bring against him. He was and is the only perfectly innocent man who ever lived. This was so obvious that even Pontius Pilate managed to recognize it and reach the right verdict, at which point the case should have been closed. Once the judge declares that the accused is not guilty, the trial is over and the prisoner is released immediately—this is the way the legal system is supposed to work. As Michael Wilcock says, “The famous Roman justice system should therefore have dismissed the charges against him, and stopped the whole ghastly affair.”4 But the whole ghastly affair did not stop there. It kept right on going until the King of the Jews was dying, bleeding on the cross in naked innocence. 


  

  

 

HE MADE NO ANSWER 

  How did Jesus respond to all of this injustice? He mainly responded by not responding. Whenever someone asked him to confess his true identity, he testified that he was the Son of God, or the King of the Jews, or whatever proper title they wanted to give him. But Jesus did not speak one word in his own defense, and to Herod he said nothing at all. Luke tells us that when that wicked king “questioned him at some length,” Jesus “made no answer” (Luke 23:9). 


  Why did Jesus refuse to say anything to defend himself? It may have been because there was nothing else to say. Herod had already had his chance to hear the gospel, but by now he had hardened his heart. By the time that the man closed his conscience and refused to repent, there was nothing left for Jesus or anyone else to say to him. This is a warning to anyone who rejects the free gift of God’s grace: eventually the day will come when he will have no more gospel to give you. 


  Maybe Jesus refused to say anything because he knew that no one would believe him anyway. He said as much to the Sanhedrin earlier that very morning: “If I tell you, you will not believe” (Luke 22:67). What is the point in making a defense when people have already made up their minds? 


  Maybe Jesus refused to say anything because he was entrusting his cause to the Lord. He knew there was no need to defend himself because his Father would vindicate him at the right time by raising him from the dead. His very refusal to argue his own case was in fact another proof of his perfect innocence. Jesus was heeding the counsel of his father David: “Commit your way to the LORD; trust in him, and he will act. He will bring forth your righteousness as the light, and your justice as the noonday. Be still before the LORD and wait patiently for him; fret not yourself over the one who prospers in his way, over the man who carries out evil devices!” (Ps. 37:5–7). 


  These were all good reasons for Jesus not to speak in his own defense. His example reminds us not to be so quick to defend ourselves when we are attacked unjustly, but instead to wait patiently for the Lord to defend us. Remember the example Jesus set: “He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly” (1 Peter 2:22–23). 


  There is one further reason Jesus refused to speak in his own defense—a reason that goes beyond anything we could ever do. Suffering in silence was part of the work that Jesus was called to do for our salvation. It was the fulfillment of an ancient prophecy, for in his song of the Suffering Servant, the prophet Isaiah made the following promise: “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth” (Isa. 53:7). Jesus fulfilled this prophecy by refusing to protest his own innocence, or to strike back at his accusers. 


  The image Isaiah used to convey the spotless innocence of the afflicted Savior was the pure image of a sacrificial lamb: “Like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth” (Isa. 53:7). In his quiet submission to the torments of his oppressors, Jesus fulfilled this prophecy and thereby proved that he was the Savior whom God had promised to send. 


  One missionary to India thought of this prophecy when he witnessed animal sacrifices at a Hindu temple. In one of his letters he described how various animals were dragged to the altar, surrounded by priests, and beheaded with a single blow from a heavy iron knife. Then he saw a little white lamb presented for sacrifice: 


  As I watched everything unfolding from my perch atop a large boulder beside the temple, I directed my attention for some time to this poor little lamb and thought I’d never seen anything that looked so pure, so innocent, and so gentle. . . . What made it all the more profound and relevant was the particularly nasty treatment of this same creature. . . . And that’s what really got me. It was SO like how it indeed was with our Lord. The MOST pure, and innocent, and gentle, enduring the MOST terrible misuse and mistreatment and death—pushed about, surrounded, roughly handled, and frightfully killed. . . . They hacked its head off and threw its lifeless body on the bloody ground. My God! Is this not powerful? From this can we not grasp even a little of what He undertook—the horrible, frightful anguish He endured Himself for our sakes?5


  


  Never forget that the King of the Jews suffered all this in silent majesty, without protest, so that he could do the perfect work of our salvation. Never lose hope that Jesus did this so he would have something to say when we ourselves are put on trial. One day we will all appear before God for judgment. If we have nothing to say then, it will not be because of our perfect innocence, but because there is nothing we can really say in defense of our sinful selves. But Jesus will have something to say! Though silent in his own defense, he will not be silent in the defense of anyone who trusts in him. Jesus has promised that one day he will openly acknowledge everyone who openly acknowledges him (Luke 12:8). 


  Through faith in Christ, when you at last appear before the throne of God, justly accused of all your sin, Jesus will plead the merits of his own royal and innocent righteousness. Having suffered for your sins all the way to the cross, he will speak up and tell his Father not to give you the verdict that you deserve, but the verdict that he deserves. 
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 CRUCIFY HIM!

  Luke 23:13–25  


  Pilate addressed them once more, desiring to release Jesus, but they kept shouting, “Crucify, crucify him!” (Luke 23:20–21) 


  Pontius Pilate had a serious problem: What was he going to do with Jesus? Jesus had already appeared before the Roman governor once that morning for judgment. After hearing the accusations against him, and after interrogating the prisoner for himself, Pilate declared his judicial verdict: Jesus was not guilty. The problem was that some people still wanted Jesus dead, and thus they would not accept his legal decision. So what was Pilate going to do with this innocent man? 


  By this point the governor had already made several attempts to resolve his dilemma. First he had tried to say that this was a matter for the local religious leaders to settle in their own courts. But the Jewish leaders had determined that Jesus should die, and only the Romans had the power of the sword. So they brought the case back to Pilate. Next the governor declared that Jesus was innocent, which should have ended the trial. But this was not the verdict that the man’s enemies wanted to hear, so they kept calling for his execution. Then Pilate picked up on the fact that Jesus was from Galilee, which meant that he was also under someone else’s jurisdiction. So he sent the prisoner off to Herod. But the next thing Pilate knew, Jesus was back, and the problem still was not solved. 


  As we see Pilate struggle with this dilemma, we are confronted with nearly the same question that confronted him: What will we do with Jesus? As we see Jesus go through these trials in Luke’s Gospel, we need to reach a verdict about him in our own minds and hearts. Will we declare his saving innocence or will we try to push him away, as Pilate did? Then there is perhaps the most important question of all: Will we consent to his crucifixion? 


  

  

 

PILATE’S PROBLEM 

  When Jesus appeared before him for the second time, Pilate still had not come up with a solution to his problem. The prisoner was back in his custody, and the crowd of protesters outside his palace was continuing to grow. In desperation, Pilate summarized his findings in the case and suggested a cruel compromise: 


  Pilate then called together the chief priests and the rulers and the people, and said to them, “You brought me this man as one who was misleading the people. And after examining him before you, behold, I did not find this man guilty of any of your charges against him. Neither did Herod, for he sent him back to us. Look, nothing deserving death has been done by him. I will therefore punish and release him.” (Luke 23:13–16) 


  


  This is the first time that “the people” are mentioned, although they will have a crucial role to play before this drama is over. Maybe Pilate was hoping that ordinary people would at least listen to reason; so he invited them to come in and witness the proceedings. As he rehearsed the facts of the case, the governor made yet another public declaration that Jesus was innocent of any and all charges. This was not simply Pilate’s personal opinion; it was also the verdict that Herod reached. These two men had almost never agreed about anything, but they agreed about this: Jesus was innocent. He certainly had not done anything to deserve the death penalty. Luke made sure to write this verdict in his Gospel so we would know for sure that Jesus Christ is the Righteous One—the perfectly spotless Lamb of God (see 1 Peter 1:19). 


  The problem for Pilate was that the enemies of Jesus would never accept this verdict, even though it was the right one. So the governor, who was the most pragmatic of politicians, grasped at a compromise: he would have Jesus punished and then released. This was not unheard of. The Romans sometimes gave their prisoners a good beating before letting them go. This punishment was not as violent as the scourging a man received before being crucified, but it was intended to serve as a painful warning.1


  Under the circumstances, even a light beating would have been an outrage against every fair principle of justice. No one who loves what is right would ever think of hurting an innocent man. But Pilate loved his own convenience more than doing what his conscience knew was right, so he foolishly tried to bargain with these bloodthirsty men. “Just let me beat Jesus up,” he said, “and then let us all agree to leave it at that.” Yet even this did not appease the enemies of Jesus. Pilate probably thought he was doing everything he could do to save this prisoner. He seemed to be the only advocate Jesus had! But the angry mob could smell his weakness. The governor seemed as if he might perhaps give in to political pressure, and with every compromise they sensed that they were closer to getting what they really wanted. 


  Every time Pontius Pilate suggested another way to solve his problem, the crowd shouted him down. It was customary for the governor to release a prisoner at Passover (see Mark 15:6)—a symbol, perhaps, of the exodus from Egypt, when the people of God were released from bondage. Pilate would free whichever prisoner the people demanded. This time he hoped that they would ask for Jesus, and then his problem would be solved. But the people would have none of it. Given the opportunity to reach their own verdict, they did not accept Jesus, but asked for someone else entirely: “But they all cried out together, ‘Away with this man, and release to us Barabbas’” (Luke 23:18). 


  The people who said this were guilty of base hypocrisy, because Barabbas truly was guilty of the very accusations they were bringing against Jesus. David Gooding notes the irony here: 


  The situation was beginning to become crazy. Here were priests demanding the execution of Jesus on the ground that he was attempting to overthrow the political authorities. Yet these very priests would not themselves bow to the political authorities; and what is more, they were calling for the release of a known political activist who in a recent civil disturbance in the city had committed murder.2


  


  Once again, Pilate’s pitiful strategy had failed. He was still working hard to get Jesus released, but the religious leaders and now also the crowds were refusing. So he appealed to them again: “Pilate addressed them once more, desiring to release Jesus” (Luke 23:20). Yet once more they refused, this time calling for blood. Taking up a death chant, “they kept shouting, ‘Crucify, crucify him!’” (Luke 23:21). These people did not want Jesus set free; they wanted him dead. So they called for his crucifixion, which was “not only the most painful, but the most ignominious and disgraceful death, to which a person could be sentenced.”3


  Pilate’s problem simply refused to go away, but even at this point the governor was not quite ready to give up. So he went back to one of his earlier arguments—a sure sign that he was running out of answers: “A third time he said to them, ‘Why, what evil has he done? I have found in him no guilt deserving death. I will therefore punish and release him’” (Luke 23:22). This was now the third time that Pilate had declared the man innocent (see Luke 23:4, 14)! 


  Unlike everyone else in the whole situation, Jesus had never done anything evil. But the people still wanted him to die, and there is not much use in arguing with an angry mob. I learned this lesson when I went to City Hall to open the Philadelphia City Council in prayer. There had been a contract dispute, and hundreds of workers from the city unions were packed into the chambers. When the council members walked in to open the session, the angry mob was already in full throat, shouting protest slogans. The noise was deafening, and soon it became apparent that neither invocation nor legislation could take place that day. The same thing happened to Pontius Pilate: “But they were urgent, demanding with loud cries that he should be crucified. And their voices prevailed. So Pilate decided that their demand should be granted” (Luke 23:23–24). Seeing that he was about to have a riot on his hands, the governor finally caved in and agreed to crucify Jesus. 


  Who was responsible for this grotesque injustice? Luke makes it clear in his sequel to this story—the book of Acts—that the people themselves were responsible. The apostle Peter said as much in the sermons he later preached to the people of Jerusalem. You “crucified and killed” Jesus, Peter said (Acts 2:23); you “delivered [him] over and denied [him] in the presence of Pilate” (Acts 3:13). But the people were not the only ones to blame. Their spiritual leaders were also responsible. Peter said this as well, for when he appeared before the Sanhedrin, he identified Jesus as the man whom they crucified (Acts 4:10) and “killed by hanging him on a tree” (Acts 5:30). It was not just the Jews, however; it was also the Romans—Herod, Pilate, and their soldiers. Michael Wilcock thus concludes: “All are guilty, not only the Jews. Frivolous Herod and feeble Pilate are guilty too, and so is treacherous Judas. And so is Peter. And so are the rest of the disciples. All are sucked into the vortex of Satan’s cosmic plan for the destruction of the Son of God.”4


  As we watch Pilate get sucked into this diabolical vortex, we should remember that each one of us is responsible for what we decide to do with Jesus. Here was a man who did everything he could to get Jesus released except actually to release him.5 Here was a man who thought he was doing what he could for Jesus, but never did the one thing that Jesus most wants from anyone, which is to believe in him. Pontius Pilate recognized that Jesus was an innocent man, yet he refused to receive him as the Savior or worship him as the King. Sadly, he never did solve his problem, but ended up doing the wrong thing with Jesus. 


  

  

 

OUR PROBLEM 

  What will we decide to do with Jesus? Will we trust him with a Christmas, Good Friday, and Easter faith? Will we believe in the manger, the cross, and the empty tomb? Or will we be like Pontius Pilate, hoping that Jesus will go away and leave us alone so that we can get on with the rest of life? 


  Pilate is not alone: we all have a decision to make about Jesus. This trial poses a problem for each of us, even if it is not quite the same problem that Pilate faced. To see what the problem is, answer the following questions: What do you hope will happen at the end of this trial? What is your response as you see Jesus dragged from one hearing to the next, hear the false accusations against him, witness his testimony, and watch petty tyrants like Pilate decide what to do with him? Do you find yourself pulling for Jesus to be released or secretly hoping that he will be crucified? When the people began chanting for his crucifixion, would you have tried to quiet them down, or would you have joined them in saying, “Crucify him!”? 


  On the one hand, anyone on the side of justice must be for Jesus and against his evil accusers. Any impartial observer can see that this man is innocent of all charges, and therefore that he ought to be set free. This is so obvious that our souls cry out for Pilate to do the right thing and release his prisoner. Jesus should not be accused and abused; he should be honored and adored. If only we had the chance, we would plead with Pilate to find the courage of his conscience and deliver Jesus from this horrible miscarriage of justice. If we believe that what Jesus said is true—that as Christ the King he is both the Son of God and the Son of Man—then we must demand his freedom. What we want to shout at the end of this trial, therefore, is “Release him!” 


  On the other hand, if we really understand what Jesus is doing, we must hope that he will be condemned and crucified, for this is the only way we will ever be saved. It is Christ’s death on the cross that atones for our sin and reconciles us to God. But this death came about only because Christ was first condemned in a court of law. So even though we know that he deserves to be set free, we also find ourselves hoping for our own sakes that his trial will end in crucifixion. 


  This desperate dilemma exposes the problem of our sin. By nature we do not have a right relationship with God, but have gone our own way. Like Peter, we have given in to public pressure and denied our Savior. Like Herod we have loved violence and wrong pleasure. Like Pilate we have followed the path of least resistance, not taking a stand for what is right, no matter what the cost. These are only a few of the many wrong things that we have done—the proud thoughts, the selfish intentions, the angry words, and all the good things we could have done for someone else but never did. We are so caught up in sin that we are on the wrong side of this trial, wishing that Jesus could be cleared of all charges, yet also needing him to be crucified. The trial of Jesus exposes us as the sinners we really are. 


  Many years ago at Easter I attended a dramatic presentation of the life of Christ. While his trial was unfolding on stage, members of the cast quietly slipped unnoticed into the audience. When the trial reached its climax and Pilate appealed for Jesus to be released, these actors suddenly stood up and started shouting for Jesus to be crucified. “Crucify, crucify him!” they cried. Since they were standing out in the audience, it seemed that we ourselves were part of the crowd that wanted to kill Jesus. 


  For a moment I almost forgot that this was a drama. My first instinct was to grab the nearest actor and make him sit down and be quiet. I had no intention of being implicated in this injustice. But upon further reflection I realized that I needed Jesus to do what he was about to do, or else be lost forever. God help me: if there is any hope for my sins to be forgiven, it is only through the cross. So I had to join the crowd, not in cruel hatred, but out of desperate necessity—not because I am for injustice, but because I need Christ to go to the cross. “Crucify him,” I said in my heart. “Yes, crucify him, if he will be crucified, because I am a sinner who needs a Savior.” 


  

  

 

WHOSE WILL WAS DONE? 

  The saving work of Jesus is vividly demonstrated by the plea bargain Pilate offered to the angry crowds. Near the end of the trial an exchange took place: while Jesus was punished and crucified, another man was pardoned and released. Luke tells us that Pontius Pilate “released the man who had been thrown into prison for insurrection and murder, for whom they asked, but he delivered Jesus over to their will” (Luke 23:25). 


  “He delivered Jesus over to their will”: These ominous words are full of doom because we know that the will of these people was to crucify Jesus. Jesus only ever wanted to do the will of his Father, but they wanted to have their own way, even to the death of the Son of God. We should never forget, however, that this too was the will of God. There are two wills at work in these world-changing events. One is the will of Satan for our destruction; the other is the will of God for our salvation. It is strange to say, but at this point in the Gospel, both plans—God’s plan and Satan’s plan—are working towards the same goal: the death of Jesus by crucifixion. “The two plans converge at Calvary,” writes Michael Wilcock. “But the difference between them is all-important, and men must choose on whose side they will be: either beneficiaries of the plan by which God brought Jesus to the cross, or accomplices in the plan by which Satan brought him there.”6 Which side are you on? Are you with God, or against him? Are you part of the devil’s plan, or have you crossed over to Jesus? 


  Understand that these two plans are not equal in strength. Although Satan did not know it yet, his plan was actually part of God’s plan. Wilcock goes on to say this: “The most diabolical of all the schemes of Satan was not only countered at every point by a superior plan of God’s devising. It was actually woven into that plan, and made to serve its ends.”7 Anyone who doubts this should listen to what Peter preached on the day of Pentecost. He said to the Jews: “you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross.” But he also said, “This man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge” (Acts 2:23 NIV). 


  This strikes just the right balance. Jesus was put to death by real human beings—an unholy alliance of Jews and Gentiles. Ultimately this was Satan’s idea, because he was the one who entered Judas before his betrayal (see Luke 22:3). Nevertheless, it was all part of God’s preordained plan. Isaiah foretold this in his ancient prophecy: “It was the will of the LORD to crush him” (Isa. 53:10). When the people said “Crucify him!” they were confirming a divine decree, as if God himself were saying “Crucify him!” Long before it was the will of the people for Jesus to die on the cross, it was the will of the Father and the Son for our salvation. That eternal plan does not exonerate these people; they were still guilty before God for the infinite injustice of murdering his Son. But it proves that God knew what he was doing, as he always does. The reason he did not permit Pilate to find a way to save Jesus was that Jesus was there to save us. If God could use the evil plans of wicked men for his own glorious good, will he not also do what is best in our own lives, even if it is still hard for us to see it? 


  

  

 

THE WONDERFUL EXCHANGE 

  The will of God for Jesus was that his death would be our deliverance. There is a dramatic illustration of this gospel truth right in this trial, in the story of Barabbas, whom Luke describes as someone “who had been thrown into prison for an insurrection started in the city and for murder” (Luke 23:19). As a rebel who was in prison for crimes he actually committed, Barabbas was everything that Jesus was not. The apostle Peter noted this contrast when he preached on the day of Pentecost and said, “you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you” (Acts 3:14). Here is how J. C. Ryle described the difference between these two men: “The one was a sinner against God and man, a malefactor stained with many crimes. The other was the holy, harmless, and undefiled Son of God, in whom there was no fault at all.”8 Even the name Barabbas serves to highlight this contrast, at least in some ironic way, for in Hebrew it means “the son of the father.” That name properly belongs to Jesus as the only Son of the Father; if it belongs to Barabbas at all, it must refer to his father the devil (see John 8:44). 


  The guilty prisoner Barabbas is an apt illustration of our own condition as fallen sinners. According to F. W. Krummacher, “Barabbas does not stand before us merely as an individual. He represents, at the same time, the human race in its present condition—as fallen from God—in a state of rebellion against divine Majesty—bound in the fetters of the curse of the law till the Day of Judgment.”9 Like Barabbas, we are everything that Jesus is not: sinful, selfish, and rebellious against the rule of God. Our guilty sin imprisons us and will not let us go. Even worse, the holy law that we have broken brings us under the judgment of God. Like Barabbas, we are waiting on death row, for the penalty of sin is death, and after that, eternal punishment. 


  Yet remarkably—almost unbelievably, considering how guilty he was—Barabbas was set free. An exchange took place, in which the innocent man was condemned to die while the guilty man went free. Krummacher invites us to consider the result of Pilate’s decision: 


  Barabbas and Jesus change places. The murderer’s bonds, curse, disgrace, and mortal agony are transferred to the righteous Jesus; while the liberty, innocence, safety, and well-being of the immaculate Nazarene become the lot of the murderer. Barabbas is installed in all the rights and privileges of Jesus Christ; while the latter enters upon all the infamy and horror of the rebel’s position. Both mutually inherit each other’s situation and what they possess: the delinquent’s guilt and cross become the lot of the Just One, and all the civil rights and immunities of the latter are the property of the delinquent.10


  


  Here, then, is an illustration of our salvation. The point is not that we have any reason to believe that Barabbas ever came to faith in Jesus Christ. The point rather is that his pardon is a picture of the grace that God has for us in Jesus. Like Barabbas, we were dead in our sins and doomed to die; but an exchange has taken place in which Jesus takes our place so that we can take his. The Innocent One is condemned to die in our place. The true Son of the Father takes upon himself the guilt of all our sin and therefore is condemned to suffer the wrath of God. He does this by dying on the cross. But at the same time his crucifixion is our justification; his condemnation is our pardon; and his bondage is our release. This is the gospel: Jesus dying in our place, as our substitute, suffering the death that we deserved to die. 


  A vivid example of a life-and-death exchange comes from the end of Charles Dickens’s famous novel A Tale of Two Cities. Amid the horrors of the French Revolution, during the deadly days of the guillotine, the patriot Charles Darnay is condemned to die. But the Englishman Sidney Carton has a plan to save him. The two men are similar in appearance, and in the hour before the execution Carton suddenly shows up at Darnay’s prison cell to exchange clothes . . . and positions. He will go to the guillotine and die in the other man’s place. 


  As he is taken to his public execution, Carton meets an innocent young seamstress who is also condemned to die. She has met Darnay and thus recognizes that Carton must be an imposter, yet instantly she guesses what he is doing. “Are you dying for him?” she wonders. Carton’s supremely costly sacrifice reminds her of Jesus and gives her courage to face her own dying hour. Clutching his hand, she says, “I have been able to raise my thoughts to Him who was put to death, that we might have hope and comfort.”11


  The girl was right: to see someone die in someone else’s place is to be reminded of the transaction that occurred when Jesus took our place on the cross. This wonderful exchange is beautifully described in the Epistle to Diognetus, a letter from the early church: 


  He himself took on Him the burden of our iniquities. He gave His own Son as a ransom for us, the holy One for transgressors, the blameless One for the wicked, the righteous One for the unrighteous, the incorruptible One for the corruptible, the immortal One for them that are mortal. For what other thing was capable of covering our sins than His righteousness? By what other one was it possible that we, the wicked and ungodly, could be justified, than by the only Son of God? O sweet exchange! O unsearchable operation! O benefits surpassing all expectation! That the wickedness of many should be hid in a single righteous One, and that the righteousness of One should justify many transgressors.12


  


  Through Jesus we have received a benefit “surpassing all expectation”—just as Barabbas did. Imagine what it must have been like for that prisoner when he heard the good news of his exchange. He was not going to die after all; he was going home free, because Jesus would die instead! For Barabbas this was pure grace. He was still in prison when he heard the happy news. There was nothing he could do to gain his own pardon or grant his own release. He had no way to escape the chains of his bondage. His life was spared only because Jesus died in his place. 


  The gospel gives us the same good news. It comes to us on death row, in the prison of our fallen nature, from which we have no possibility of escape. There it declares that God has a gracious answer to the problem of our sin. It says that Jesus will die for us, if only we will hold on to him with the hand of faith. 


  What, then, will you decide to do with Jesus? Will you say, “Away with this man,” as Pilate said? If you do, then you will die in your sins. Instead, make the wonderful exchange. Hold on to Jesus. He will save you from the death that your sins deserve and set you free forever. 
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 SOMETHING TO CRY ABOUT

  Luke 23:26–31  


  But turning to them Jesus said, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but weep for yourselves and for your children.” (Luke 23:28) 


  And so, at last, the time came for the Savior to die. The betrayer had given his fatal kiss. The priests had staged their midnight trial. The governor had rendered his unjust verdict. The soldiers had beaten their innocent prisoner. When they were finished with their bloody work, Jesus took his last, slow steps on the road to his crucifixion. “And as they led him away,” Luke reports, “they seized one Simon of Cyrene, who was coming in from the country, and laid on him the cross, to carry it behind Jesus” (Luke 23:26). 


  

  

 

THE CROSS THAT SIMON CARRIED 

  It was customary in those days for a criminal to carry his own cross—a final indignity before the fatal event. It seems likely, therefore, that Jesus was close to the point of total collapse. Why else would the soldiers make someone else carry his cross, if not for the cruel mercy of making sure that he lived long enough to be crucified? 


  As we have seen, Jesus was close to death the night before, in the sweaty, bloody teardrops of Gethsemane. That morning he had been scourged with cruel whips and beaten with bloody fists. We know from various ancient sources that such torture often cut to the bone, grotesquely exposing vein and sinew to public view. Here was a man whose appearance was “marred beyond human semblance” (Isa. 52:14)—a man whose life was already bleeding away. As he struggled up Calvary under the weight of his heavy cross, his obvious physical exhaustion must have made the soldiers wonder whether he would die before they had the satisfaction of killing him. 


  So they seized a passerby and compelled him to carry the cross. He was a man from North Africa—Simon of Cyrene—and since there is little use arguing with soldiers, he did as he was told and carried the cross of Christ. Many preachers have seen this episode as an example for our own Christian discipleship: like Simon, we are called to take up the cross and carry it for Jesus. Just as the world hated our Savior, so it will hate us, and therefore we will have the high privilege to share in his sufferings by bearing the reproach of the enemies of the gospel. Yet perhaps it is better for us to see Simon’s carrying the cross as a symbol of our condemnation. We are the ones who deserve to die for sins, not Jesus. As we watch Simon carry the cross up Calvary, therefore, we should see the heavy burden of our own guilty sin. And when we see Jesus nailed to that very cross, we should know that he is dying in our place, for the sins that we deserve to carry. 


  The whole Gospel of Luke has been leading to this point—the point where we see the cross. Luke is “the Gospel of knowing for sure” (see Luke 1:1–4), and for a long time we have known for sure that Jesus would have to die. Already when the baby Jesus was presented at the temple, Simeon prophesied the piercing of a sword (Luke 2:35). Then, starting in chapter 9, Jesus began to predict his own death. He told his disciples that he would be rejected and killed (Luke 9:22). He spoke with Moses and Elijah about his coming departure (Luke 9:31). He set his face to go up to Jerusalem and the cross (Luke 9:51). He said that he had to go up to Jerusalem because that is the place where prophets always perished (Luke 13:33). He told the twelve that he would be mocked and mistreated and tortured before he was killed (Luke 18:31–33). He even told a parable about the murder of a father’s only beloved son (Luke 20:9–15). 


  Thus we have long known that Jesus would have to die, and during the course of his legal trials it became increasingly obvious that his enemies would settle for nothing less than execution by crucifixion. But here, finally, Luke shows us the cross. It was the cross that Simon of Cyrene carried up the last and fatal hill—the cross where Jesus was crucified for the salvation of sinners. Luke brings it into focus here to show us Jesus as a man who is about to die. 


  

  

 

DON’T CRY FOR ME, JERUSALEM 

  The mood of this passage is ineffably somber. How sad it is to see this innocent man—the perfect Son of God, the Beloved Son of the Blessed Father—taking his final footsteps to the cross. The scene is made even more mournful by the intense emotional response of the mourners who went with Jesus up to Calvary that day: “And there followed him a great multitude of the people and of women who were mourning and lamenting for him” (Luke 23:27). 


  This information is unique to the Gospel of Luke, which is not surprising. Luke took special notice of the relationships that Jesus had with various women. Nor is it surprising that they were weeping audibly. Even to this day, open demonstrations of public grief are common in Israel and the Middle East. We see them any time there is a terrorist bombing: women loudly crying in the streets, wailing with lamentation. In this case, their tears flowed out of sympathy for the Man of Sorrows—out of pity for someone they rightly perceived to be an innocent victim. How sad these women were to see Jesus taken out of the city and cruelly executed. 


  Some of these women may have been among the disciples. Yet Jesus addresses them simply as “Daughters of Jerusalem” (Luke 23:28). Since most of the women who followed Jesus and supported his ministry came from Galilee rather than Jerusalem (see Luke 23:49), it seems somewhat less likely that many of these mourners had made a personal faith commitment to Jesus. Nevertheless, these kindly women were sympathetic souls. They recognized an injustice when they saw one, and as their tender hearts went out to this innocent man in his painful suffering, their natural and appropriate response was to take up the familiar rituals of a communal lament. 


  Today lamentation is a forgotten virtue. Yet it is right and good for godly people to mourn the innocent victims of wrongful violence, to weep for children who get gunned down in the streets, and to grieve the loss of life through war and terror. The people of God are called to lament the many losses of a fallen world. When the evangelical statesman Michael Cassidy and his team traveled from his native South Africa to witness the appalling aftermath of the genocide in Rwanda, they found that one of their primary callings was to offer holy lamentation for the dead. Such ministry is exemplified in the biblical prophet Jeremiah, who not only wept for his suffering people (see Lam. 1–5), but also encouraged the daughters of Jerusalem to share his tears (see Jer. 9:20). The women of that holy city did the same thing when Jesus walked his via dolorosa—the way of tears winding up to Calvary. 


  We might well have expected Jesus to thank these women for their sympathies. Instead, to our surprise, Jesus told these women that their pity was misplaced, that they were shedding their tears for the wrong person. Here are the words of his mild rebuke and solemn warning: “But turning to them Jesus said, ‘Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but weep for yourselves and for your children’” (Luke 23:28). 


  The women who followed our Savior to the cross thought that he was the person to be pitied. After all, Jesus was about to die in excruciating pain. Nevertheless, he did not need anyone’s assistance, or even anyone’s sympathy. He would do with courage what he was called to do to the very death. He would do it in full reliance on the Holy Spirit, without needing the comfort of anyone’s tears. 


  Rather than weeping for him, therefore, these women should weep for themselves. Their sympathetic tears may not have been sinful, but they were certainly missing the point. According to Spurgeon, Jesus did not rebuke these women “because they were wrong, but because there was something still more necessary to be done than even to weep for him.”1


  If anyone needed to be pitied it was the people of Jerusalem, not the man that they were putting to death. “Do not weep for me,” Jesus said, “but weep for yourselves and for your children” (Luke 23:28). Jesus first spoke these words to the “Daughters of Jerusalem,” a phrase that referred to the nation of Israel as a whole. In effect, the women who wept for Jesus represented God’s people. So whatever Jesus said to them, he was really saying to the whole city. But he is also saying it to us: “Do not weep for me; weep for yourselves.” 


  This needs to be said, because sometimes people do weep for Jesus. Many paintings of the crucifixion—many statues and icons of the cross—are designed to evoke feelings of pity for Jesus. Similarly, the traditional seven stations of the cross are used to stimulate emotional participation in the sufferings of Christ. This was the theological underpinning of Mel Gibson’s blockbuster film The Passion of the Christ. Many Christians believe that Good Friday is a day when they should feel sad that Jesus died, and therefore try to get themselves into the right emotional state to grieve his crucifixion. But Jesus does not need our sympathies! He did not need them when he was going to die, and he certainly does not need them now that his sufferings are over. If we weep over the cross, therefore, it should be with sorrow for our sin and gratitude for our salvation, but never with sadness for Jesus. As F. W. Krummacher said, “Tears of sentimentality and pity are nowhere so much out of place as on Calvary. While resigning ourselves to such emotions, we mistake the Lord Jesus—nay, even degrade Him, and as regards ourselves, miss the way of salvation marked out for us by God. Hence the Savior exclaims, once for all, ‘Weep not for me!’”2


  

  

 

JUDGMENT ON JERUSALEM 

  Why does Jesus tell us to weep for ourselves, and not for him? What is the reason for this self-centered lamentation? It is because judgment is coming, and unless we find safety in Jesus, we are in mortal danger of coming under the wrath of God. 


  The person truly to be pitied is not the Savior who died for sinners, but the sinners who die in their own sins and therefore fall under the judgment of God. This is hard for many people to accept, but Jesus wants us to know enough about God’s wrath to seek God’s mercy. So after telling the women to weep for themselves instead of for him, he went on to say this: “For behold, the days are coming when they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren and the wombs that never bore and the breasts that never nursed!’ Then they will begin to say to the mountains, ‘Fall on us,’ and to the hills, ‘Cover us.’” (Luke 23:29–30). 


  Jesus made this prediction out of pity—pity for the Daughters of Jerusalem and all their children. Even as he went to the suffering cross, Jesus was not concerned about himself, but thinking in love of their salvation. He knew that judgment would soon fall on the holy city. Jerusalem was doomed to be destroyed because the people there rejected the Messiah. 


  This was at least the seventh time that Jesus had prophesied Jerusalem’s destruction.3 These prophecies all came true in A.D. 70, when the city was sacked by the Romans. Jesus predicted that when that terrible day came, women who were married with children would envy the single and the childless. Typically barrenness was considered a curse, but when judgment came it would be counted a blessing. Better not to have any children at all than to see them suffer famine and the sword, as mothers did in the siege and fall of Jerusalem. The women and children of that city went through such terrible suffering that many of them must have wished to be destroyed. They cried out for the mountains around the city to crush them, and thus to deliver them once and for all from the misery of their distress. 


  It was out of pity for all this suffering that Jesus pleaded with the Daughters of Jerusalem to pity themselves. Rather than being concerned about what was happening to him, they should be more concerned about what would happen to them and to their children. Then perhaps they would come to him and to his cross for salvation, and on the day of disaster they would escape with their lives. In fact, this is what most Christians did in A.D. 70. Knowing the prophecies of Jesus, the first Christians fled from Jerusalem before the Romans arrived, and then they scattered across the world with the gospel. 


  To strengthen his warning, Jesus followed his prophecy with this proverb: “For if they do these things when the wood is green, what will happen when it is dry?” (Luke 23:31). Here Jesus is drawing an analogy between his own sufferings and the subsequent destruction of Jerusalem. As any good Boy Scout can explain, dry wood is more flammable than wood that is still green. A dry, old stick always burns faster and hotter than a living branch torn fresh from the tree. In using this analogy, Jesus compares himself to the green, living tree, and the people of Jerusalem to the old, dry wood. He himself is perfectly innocent, and therefore the last person who ought to be crucified. Nevertheless, he is on his way to the cross; the green wood is about to be thrown into the fire. What then will happen to the people of Jerusalem, who actually deserve to fall under judgment? They will quickly be destroyed. 


  Here is how J. C. Ryle paraphrased what Jesus said: “If the Romans practice such cruelties on me, who am a green tree, and the very source of life, what will they do one day to your nation, which is like a barren withered trunk, dead in trespasses and sins?”4 What indeed will the Romans do? More to the point, what will God do? If he did not spare his own innocent Son, how will he spare the sinners who reject him? Leon Morris said it very simply: “If the innocent Jesus suffered thus, what will be the fate of the guilty?”5


  Jesus knew what their fate would be, and in mercy he told the Daughters of Jerusalem to weep before the coming destruction. The tears he wanted them to cry were not of sadness only, but also of repentance. Jesus was calling people to be concerned enough about their spiritual condition to be sorry for their sin. This is always the way to get ready for the coming judgment: by repenting of sin. The leaders of Jerusalem had already claimed awful responsibility for the blood of Jesus (see Matt. 27:25). Because they rejected him as the Messiah, soon their city would be destroyed. But in mercy Jesus was calling them to repent and be saved. The poet Edwin Cox put the Savior’s words into verse: 


  Weep, O my daughters, but grieve not for me;
 Weep for yourselves and your children;
 Shed bitter tears of mourning and pray.
 O pray Miserere, nostri Domine.6


  


  People should pray, in other words, that the Lord would have mercy on their souls. This was infinitely more important than feeling sorry for Jesus. “It is beautiful and good that they should manifest such tenderness and sympathy with Him on His way to the cross,” wrote Norval Geldenhuys. But it is “far more urgent that they should weep for themselves and their children: even at this late hour such tears may lead to repentance and avert the approaching doom.”7 As lamentable as it was for Jesus to die, it would be sadder still for people to die in their sins without ever finding forgiveness. For in that case, as far their destiny is concerned, his death would be in vain. How sad it would be for someone to feel sorry for the sufferings of Jesus without ever feeling sorry enough for sin to go to him for the salvation he died to gain. 


  

  

 

THE JUDGMENT TO COME 

  Will you listen to what Jesus said to the women of Jerusalem and weep for your sin? It is not for his crucifixion that we should weep, but for our transgression. We too are facing the prospect of judgment. What Jesus said was prophetic of the fall of Jerusalem—a national disaster that God used to punish a nation’s sin—but it also foreshadows the final judgment that will fall on all nations at the end of the world. 


  The Bible says that the wrath of God is coming against all unrighteousness. One day Jesus will come again, and on that day every enemy of God will be judged to eternal damnation. Are you ready for that final judgment? 


  Many people hope that they will never be judged at all. Witness the bumper sticker that reads: “Non-Judgment Day Is Coming.”8 This slogan is a way of making fun of the final judgment and also of insisting that no one should ever be judged for anything. This is not a perspective that the Judge shares, however. According to the Word of God, a day of judgment is coming. When it comes, people will say the same thing Jesus said that the women of Jerusalem would say when their city was besieged. People will beg in vain for their own destruction: 


  The Savior’s sphere of vision evidently extends itself here beyond the terrible days of the destruction of Jerusalem. His words manifestly generalize themselves and point to the judgment of the last day. Those who will then be found rejecting through obstinate unbelief and persevering impenitence, their truest Friend and only Savior will find themselves in a position in which they will prefer annihilation to a continuance of existence. They will call upon the hills to crush them and bury them forever . . . but no outlet of escape will be found.9


  


  There is a prophecy about this in the book of Revelation. There we read of terrible calamities in the last days: the earth shaking; the sun going black; the stars falling from the sky; the mountains falling into the sea. Then, according to the Bible’s grim prophecy, 


  the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, calling to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?” (Rev. 6:15–17; cf. 9:6) 


  


  There is a close connection between this prophecy from Revelation and what Jesus said to the Daughters of Jerusalem (see Luke 23:30), as well as to a prophecy from the Old Testament (see Hosea 10:8). In each case, people coming under judgment have a death wish for their own destruction. In absolute desperation, they want the mountains to cover them up. Hoping to escape the wrath of God, they dream of annihilation, begging that rocks will fall from the sky and crush them into oblivion. Nevertheless, their pleas are all in vain, for there is no doctrine of annihilation in Scripture. Indeed, the very fact that people in these prophecies beg to be destroyed shows that they are still in torment. Nothing is said about these prayers ever being answered, or about anyone finding salvation outside of Christ. 


  This is why Jesus tells us to weep for ourselves. He tells us to weep because he believes in the final judgment more than anyone, including the fires of hell and eternal damnation. He tells us to weep because he suffered the wrath of God on the cross where he was crucified, and because he loves to show mercy to sinners, if only we will repent. It is for our sake that Jesus says, “Do not weep for me, but weep for yourselves and for your children” (Luke 23:28). This is the greater concern: not what happened to Jesus, but what will happen to us. 


  Will you listen to Jesus and weep for yourselves and for your children? The Bible everywhere teaches us to believe in the wrath of God. The Old and New Testaments give many examples of divine judgment—people rejecting God, refusing to repent of their sin, and suffering terribly as a result. Every one of these disasters is a prophecy of the coming judgment, a portent of the wrath of God. The same is true of all the disasters in the world today. When disaster strikes, people often feel that it must be the end of the world, and well they should: every tsunami and every terrorist attack should remind us of the great and terrible day of the Lord. 


  Jesus would have us consider carefully what will happen to us and to our children on that dread day. Rather than trying to give our children heaven on earth, we are to love them and teach them like people who know that judgment is coming. How sad it will be for anyone who dies and goes to that judgment without ever believing in Jesus. For this reason, the best gift that any parent can give to a child is a living example of faith in Jesus Christ. Consider what Jesus suffered on the cross—the wrath that God the Son endured in bearing guilt for sin. Then consider the terrible fate of anyone who never trusts in Jesus to take away sin, and therefore comes under the everlasting judgment of God. It is not annihilation that God has decreed for the unrighteous—the end of existence—but eternal torment. The proverb of the green wood and the dry stick teaches us that God has “judgments preparing for the impenitent and the unbelieving. There is wrath revealed in the Gospel for those who harden themselves in wickedness.”10


  Jesus wants to spare us from that wrath while there is still time. This is why he came into the world and died on the cross. Jesus was suffering the punishment that our sins deserve. He is not looking to get our pity and sympathy, but our repentance and faith. In love he tells us to weep for ourselves and our children, to see the coming judgment, and to say that we are sorry for our sins. He calls us to come to the cross and believe that he suffered there for us. When Jesus tells us to weep for ourselves, he is not telling us to feel sorry for ourselves. He is talking about shedding the tears that will lead us to trust in him for salvation and live in hope for the mercy he will show to our children. 


  The Bible does not say whether Simon of Cyrene ever cried those tears, but it seems likely that he trusted in Jesus and also that he prayed for God to save his children from judgment. Although we do not find this detail in the Gospel of Luke, Mark tells us that Simon was “the father of Alexander and Rufus” (Mark 15:21; cf. Rom. 16:13). There is only one reasonable explanation as to why Mark would think that this little piece of family history was of any interest to the readers of his Gospel: Alexander and Rufus were wellknown figures in the early church. They were men like their father, who followed Jesus to the cross and believed in him for salvation. 


  Simon of Cyrene believed that judgment was coming, and therefore he made sure to get right with God and teach his family the gospel. How privileged he was to carry the cross! How wise he was to listen to Jesus! How joyful he will be on the day of Judgment! And how happy we will be if we are wise enough to follow his example and come to Jesus. 


  



1. Charles H. Spurgeon, “Wherefore Should I Weep?” The Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit (Pasadena, TX: Pilgrim, 1971), 22:592. 


  2. F. W. Krummacher, The Suffering Saviour (1856; reprint Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 2004), 323. 


  3. Michael Wilcock, The Message of Luke, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1979), 204. See Luke 11:49–51; 13:6–9; 13:34–35; 19:41–44; 20:16; and especially 21:20–24. 


  4. J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the Gospels, Luke (1858; reprint Cambridge: James Clarke, 1976), 2:466. 


  5. Leon Morris, The Gospel According to St. Luke: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 325. 


  6. Edwin Cox, quoted in R. Kent Hughes, Luke: That You May Know the Truth, 2 vols., Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1998), 2:377. 


  7. Norval Geldenhuys, The Gospel of Luke, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1951), 603. 


  8. As quoted by Dave Shiflett in Exodus: Why Americans Are Fleeing Liberal Churches for Conservative Christianity (New York: Sentinel, 2005), 180. 


  9. Krummacher, Suffering Saviour, 326. 


  10. Ryle, Luke, 2:462. 


 

 

  103

 A ROYAL PARDON

  Luke 23:32–38  


  And when they came to the place that is called The Skull, there they crucified him, and the criminals, one on his right and one on his left. And Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” (Luke 23:33–34) 


  Sometimes a single glimpse is all it takes to know something for sure. My son Josh and I went out cruising the streets of Center City Philadelphia, looking for Josh’s little brother Jack. He had gone to the park with some neighbors, and we knew they were walking somewhere in the neighborhood, but in the mile between our house and the park there are dozens of alleys and side streets. We looked down every long street, hoping to catch a glimpse of the one and only Jack Ryken. 


  Suddenly we saw him through the traffic, blocks away, just before he disappeared behind a building. “There he is!” we shouted, and then we both laughed. I’m not sure we even could have explained how we knew it was Jack. Maybe it was the color of his shirt, or the way he skipped when he walked, but whatever it was, we had both known Jack all his life, and one glimpse was all we needed to know that it was him. 


  Malcolm Gladwell describes this phenomenon in a book called Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking. Gladwell’s book is about the first few seconds of looking—the decisive glance that knows something in an instant. Our snap judgments are not always correct, of course, and sometimes our first instinct happens to be the wrong instinct. But there are many situations in life where everything comes together and we get the right answer as quick as a blink, in a flash of instantaneous insight. 


  

  

 

THE GOSPEL BLINK 

  There are moments like this in Luke’s Gospel, when people instantly know that Jesus is the Christ. Often they are prepared for these moments by their pursuit of spiritual truth, but the recognition itself happens in an instant. The Christmas shepherds went to the manger, and in a blink they knew that the Savior was born (Luke 2:15–17). Old Simeon was waiting for God at the temple, and when he saw a couple bringing their baby boy for purification, he blinked and knew that the child was the light of the world (Luke 2:27–32). John blinked when he baptized Jesus; he saw the dove of the Holy Spirit descend on the Father’s beloved Son (Luke 3:21–22). This has happened all the way through the Gospel. Levi blinked when he got up from his tax booth and followed Jesus (Luke 5:27–28). Peter did it when Jesus asked who people thought he was and it came to him all of a sudden that Jesus was the Christ of God (Luke 9:20). Zacchaeus did it too, and when he blinked he almost fell out of a tree (Luke 19:1–10), because salvation was coming to his house. 


  It happened again and again. Luke is the Gospel of knowing for sure, and every time somebody blinked, Luke hoped that his friend Theophilus would see Jesus (see Luke 1:1–4). Almost every passage in Luke shows something about Jesus that helps confirm that he is the Son of God and the Savior of the world. At each point Luke is hoping that we will blink and see that Jesus is the Savior. Blink when he preaches his first sermon, and you see that he is the Christ who came to bring good news (Luke 4:16–21). Blink when he calms the storm and see that he is the God who rules the wind and the waves (Luke 8:22–25). Blink when he tells the story of the lost sheep and see that he is the Good Shepherd who rescues his lost and chosen flock (Luke 15:1–7). Blink at his triumphal entry into Jerusalem and see that he is the victorious King (Luke 19:36–38). Blink at his trial before the Sanhedrin and see that he is the Son of God and the Son of Man (Luke 22:66–70). It can happen almost anywhere in the Gospel of Luke: the blink that saves your soul by helping you see Jesus. 


  

  

 

SEEING JESUS 

  But maybe you still do not see it. Maybe you are not altogether certain that Jesus is the true divine Savior that God always promised to send. Maybe you have not yet believed in him as the Christ who has the power to forgive sins and grant everlasting life. Or perhaps you have seen Jesus before, but have not been seeing him very well lately. In any case, here is another opportunity to know Jesus by seeing him on the cross. In telling the story of the crucifixion, Luke provides precise details to identify Jesus and explain his work, including the fulfillment of many ancient prophecies about salvation. 


  To begin with, Luke shows us the saving Christ by numbering him with transgressors: “Two others, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. And when they came to the place that is called The Skull, there they crucified him, and the criminals, one on his right and one on his left” (Luke 23:32–33). This important detail confirms an ancient prophecy. Isaiah prophesied that when the suffering Christ poured out his soul unto death, he would be “numbered with the transgressors” (Isa. 53:12). In other words, he would be counted a criminal, reckoned by the law to be a lawbreaker. 


  Of course Jesus was not actually a criminal at all. His innocence was thoroughly demonstrated throughout his legal trials. Nevertheless, he was crucified as a criminal among criminals, put to death between two men who deserved to die. When the soldiers executed him in this way, they unwittingly fulfilled the words of the prophet. What clearer way to number Jesus with transgressors than to hang him in the company of thieves? 


  This true fact from the crucifixion helps us understand the meaning of the cross. When we see this innocent man dying between two transgressors, we know that although he is not a sinner himself, he nevertheless is dying in the place of sinners. With the blink of faith, we should also see that he is dying in our place—that we are among the sinners for whom he died. 


  Luke also shows us the saving Christ in the very fact that he was crucified. “They crucified him,” the Gospel says in verse 33. Luke does not dwell on the horrific suffering this entailed, yet this matter-of-fact expression refers to a form of torture that may be the most agonizing and disgraceful form of public execution ever devised. Death by crucifixion was slow and excruciatingly painful, and it was as physically painful for Jesus as it would have been for anyone. He was nailed to a rough piece of wood with heavy spikes through his hands and feet, and then left to dangle there until he died of “exposure, asphyxia, and the loss of blood.”1


  This too was the fulfillment of an ancient prophecy, for as David said in one of his messianic psalms, “they have pierced my hands and feet” (Ps. 22:16). This means that when Jesus died the painful, shameful death of the cross, he died the way it was prophesied for the Savior to die. He did this for us. According to the prophet, the Savior they pierced was “wounded for our transgressions” (Isa. 53:5). 


  Blink again, and the Gospel shows us the saving Christ in the way people gambled for his clothing. Luke is faithful to report this detail: “And they cast lots to divide his garments” (Luke 23:34). It has always been an executioner’s prerogative to claim the victim’s last possessions. In this case, the soldiers decided to throw dice for his clothing—winner take all. This too was prophesied in David’s psalm: “they divide my garments among them, and for my clothing they cast lots” (Ps. 22:18). 


  Look at Jesus on the cross and see a man dying poor and naked, while his enemies play games for the last thing he owned on earth. Blink with the eye of faith and you will also see that he did this for you, dying the way the Savior was supposed to die. Corrie ten Boom writes about this in The Hiding Place, her remarkable account of the experiences she and her sister Betsie had in a Nazi concentration camp: 


  I had read a thousand times the story of Jesus’ arrest—how soldiers had slapped Him, laughed at Him, flogged Him. Now such happenings had faces and voices. 


 

  Fridays—the recurrent humiliation of medical inspection. . . . [We] had to maintain our erect, hands-at-sides position as we filed slowly past a phalanx of grinning guards. How there could have been any pleasure in the sight of these stick-thin legs and hunger-bloated stomachs I could not imagine. . . . Nor could I see the necessity for the complete undressing. . . . 


  

  But it was one of these mornings while we were waiting, shivering in the corridor, that yet another page in the Bible leapt into life for me. 


  

  He hung naked on the cross. 


 

  I had not known—I had not thought. . . . The paintings, the carved crucifixes showed at the least a scrap of cloth. But this, I suddenly knew, was the respect and reverence of the artist. But oh—at the time itself, on that other Friday morning—there had been no reverence. No more than I saw in the faces around us now. 


  

  I leaned toward Betsie, ahead of me in line. Her shoulder blades stood out sharp and thin beneath her blue-mottled skin. 


  

  “Betsie, they took His clothes too.” 


 

  Ahead of me I heard a little gasp. “Oh, Corrie. And I never thanked Him.”2


  


  Have you ever thanked Jesus that when he died for your sins, he died in naked shame? Thank him also for the scorn he suffered from his jeering enemies. Luke shows us this as well, for in his Gospel he says that “people stood by, watching” (Luke 23:35). Presumably they watched the way people watch any spectacle of public suffering. Some were sympathetic, others indifferent, and still others simply curious. But many of them spoke with cruel mockery. 


  This was true of the priests: “the rulers scoffed at him, saying, ‘He saved others; let him save himself, if he is the Christ of God, his Chosen One!’” (Luke 23:35). These men were Israel’s religious leaders. They had been abusing Jesus for a night and a day, trying to get him crucified. Now that he was dying on the cross they gave full vent to their fury, mocking Jesus as a helpless Messiah. 


  Tellingly, and ironically, these men admitted that Jesus had saved others. This was indisputable. Everyone knew that Jesus had performed the many miracles Luke reported in his Gospel. Now they demanded Jesus to come down from the cross, as if they would believe this miracle more than they believed any of the others, and as if the Messiah was even supposed to save himself. 


  Jesus was also mocked by the soldiers who crucified him. It was not simply the Jews who made fun of him, but also the Gentiles—in effect, the whole human race. Luke says, “The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour wine and saying, ‘If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!’” (Luke 23:36–37). These military men did not mock Jesus as a helpless prophet, as the priests did, but as a failed king. Jesus had neither a crown nor a kingdom, only an ignominious death. How then could he be the King? 


  Yet this too was in fulfillment of the ancient prophecies. David foretold that the Christ would be “scorned by mankind and despised by the people. All who see me mock me; they make mouths at me; they wag their heads; ‘He trusts in the LORD; let him deliver him; let him rescue him, for he delights in him’” (Ps. 22:6–8; cf. Isa. 53:3). The priests and the soldiers used similar expressions at the cross, taunting Jesus for his person and work. There was even a prophecy about the sour wine the soldiers offered to Jesus. In one of his other psalms, David wrote: “for my thirst they gave me sour wine to drink” (Ps. 69:21). When we see a crucified man mocked and given bitter wine, we should know that we are seeing the Savior that God promised to send. 


  In case we are still in any doubt, God even put a billboard on the cross to tell us who Jesus is. There are clues to the Savior’s true identity throughout this passage. For example, when he speaks to his Father in verse 34, we should know that he must be the Son. When the priests use titles like “the Christ of God, his Chosen One” (Luke 23:35), they are speaking in unbelief. Nevertheless, they are putting his identity on the agenda, because the titles are true: Jesus is the saving Christ, the Chosen One of God (as the Father said when Jesus was transfigured; see Luke 9:35). When soldiers scornfully call him “the King of the Jews” (Luke 23:36–37), this too is the truth, as anyone can see simply by reading the inscription over his head: “This is the King of the Jews” (Luke 23:38). 


  There is a story behind this sign. When a criminal was executed, it was customary for the governor to give public notice of his crime. That was problematic in this case because Jesus had committed no crime, and the governor knew it. Pontius Pilate had said it himself: “I have found in him no guilt deserving death” (Luke 23:22). So in the end he decided simply to identify Jesus as “the King of the Jews.” By saying this, Pilate was crucifying Jesus for being who he really was. He was also getting back at the Jewish leaders who had given him so much grief over Jesus.3 They wanted him to kill an innocent man, did they? Well then, he would call the crucified man their king. 


  When the religious leaders saw the sign, they were apoplectic with rage. Pilate was ruining everything! Somebody needed to climb up the cross and change the sign! Jesus was not the King of the Jews; he only said that he was the King of the Jews (John 19:21). Except that Jesus really was the King of the Jews. It said so right on the sign. The title that Pilate meant for mischief and his soldiers used for mockery was the gospel truth: Jesus the Christ is the King of the Jews. 


  With delicious, saving irony, God himself was the one who had this sign put on the cross, even if it was written in Pilate’s handwriting. Nothing is more useful for pointing something out to people than a clear sign. So God has given notice that Jesus Christ is the saving king. The prophet who predicted the fall of Jerusalem (see Luke 23:28–31) and the priest who interceded for his enemies (see Luke 23:34) is also the king of God’s people (see Luke 23:37–38). 


  The handwriting on the cross is a sign that no one should miss because it was put there by the love of God. The sign was there because God loves his Son. Even when Jesus was battered and bruised, dying in the guilt of our sin and therefore forsaken, the Father God declared his kingship, making a royal announcement to the world: “This is the King of the Jews.” “Look and see,” God was saying with fatherly affection, “my Son is the King!” 


  The sign was also there because God loves us and wants us to be saved forever. If you are still not sure about Jesus—if you have not yet made up your mind whether he is the Savior or not, or if you have not been seeing him lately for who he really is—look at the sign on the cross and consider his kingship. See who Jesus really is. God put the sign there so that when we see Jesus dying on the cross, we know that he is royalty. 


  

  

 

TO FORGIVE IS DIVINE 

  As he tells the true story of the crucifixion, Luke gives us every opportunity to see that Jesus is the saving Christ. The blink of knowing for sure could happen at almost any moment. It could come when we see Jesus crucified and know that he is pierced for our transgressions. It could come when we see him hanging between two robbers and know that he is numbered with transgressors. It could come when we see him stripped and scorned, or when we see the sign heralding his kingship. But maybe we see Jesus most clearly of all in the first of his seven statements from the cross: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). 


  With these words, King Jesus shows his mercy and declares that he is in the business of forgiving sinners. As the King of the Jews offers his royal pardon, he gives the clearest proof of his divine and saving grace. To err is human, we often say, but to forgive is divine. Here, then, is a divine forgiveness. In crucified love, the Savior announces the forgiveness that he was dying to give. 


  These words seem to have been spoken at the very time when the soldiers were nailing Jesus to the cross. Kent Hughes writes, “The cosmic trauma had begun. There never had been such pain as physical and spiritual evil now came against Jesus in terrible conjunction. Body and soul recoiled. The initial shock of crucifixion had rendered him paralyzed and quivering. Physical disbelief screamed from severed nerves. And even greater spiritual horror closed in—he would soon become sin.”4 It was just then that Jesus prayed forgiveness for his enemies, just when the nails were piercing and the cross was thrusting into the ground. “As soon as the blood of the Great Sacrifice began to flow,” said J. C. Ryle, “the Great High Priest began to intercede.”5


  This fact is remarkable in itself. At the time of his most extreme ordeal, Jesus nevertheless found the courage to pray—not for himself, but for others. Jesus was always at prayer, so this was his instinctive response, as it should also be ours in every discouragement. Spurgeon wrote: 


  To cease from prayer is to renounce the consolations which our case requires. Under all distractions of spirit, and overwhelmings of heart, great God, help us still to pray, and never from the mercy-seat may our footsteps be driven by despair. Our blessed Redeemer persevered in prayer even when the cruel iron rent his tender nerves, and blow after blow of the hammer jarred his whole frame with anguish; and this perseverance may be accounted for by the fact that he was so in the habit of prayer that he could not cease from it; he had acquired a mighty velocity of intercession which forbade him to pause. Those long nights upon the cold mountain side, those many days which had been spent in solitude, those perpetual ejaculations which he was wont to dart up to heaven, all these had formed in him a habit so powerful, that the severest torments could not stay its force. Yet it was more than habit. Our Lord was baptized in the spirit of prayer; he lived in it, it lived in him, it had come to be an element of his nature. . . . I repeat it, let this be our example—never, under any circumstances, however severe the trial, or depressing the difficulty, let us cease from prayer.6


  


  There has been a good deal of discussion about the precise extent of this intercession. For whom was Jesus praying? Was his petition limited to the Roman soldiers, or did it also extend to the Jewish priests? When he said “Forgive them,” was he praying forgiveness only for people who were there when he was crucified, or for everyone whose sins sent him to the grave? Is this forgiveness only for sins committed in ignorance, or is it also for sins committed with full knowledge and willful intent? 


  At the very least, Jesus was praying for the soldiers who nailed him to the cross. Even though they were only following orders and did not know that they were killing the Son of God (see Acts 3:17; 1 Cor. 2:8), they were guilty nonetheless, and therefore in need of forgiveness for this sin, or else they would be damned. Ignorance does not constitute an extenuating circumstance; not knowing is never an excuse. It is true that these men were ignorant of the enormity of their crime. Yet they still should have known better (especially given the verdict that Pilate had pronounced at his trial; see Luke 23), as we all should know better whenever we sin against God. Jesus had mercy on their relative ignorance and prayed for their sin to be forgiven. This did not necessarily mean that all of their transgressions were completely and immediately forgiven. But it did mean that God would not hold this particular sin against them. The murder of his beloved Son was such a heinous sin that unless they heard the words of Jesus they might never believe that they could ever find mercy. But Jesus prayed for their forgiveness, and by faith they could be forgiven for this and all their sins. 


  Notice, however, that Jesus did not specify that his prayer was only for the soldiers, who were not the only people sinning against him. The priests were also there—the religious leaders who had pressed and persecuted Jesus to the cross. Surely they were included in this petition, for they did not know what they were doing much more than the soldiers did, and they too needed the Father’s mercy. 


  So the Savior prayed for the priests as well as the soldiers. But in praying for these Jews and Gentiles, Jesus was showing on the cross how he prays for us all. Even if he were only praying exclusively for the people who actually crucified him, it would still give us hope for our own forgiveness, because here we see the heart of the mercy of God. The Savior’s words demonstrated his redemptive purpose in dying on the cross. If Jesus was willing for the Father to forgive the very men who murdered him, then what sinner is beyond the reach of his mercy? Surely anyone who repents will be saved. When his enemies said, “Crucify!” Jesus said, “Forgive,” and a man who says that is willing to forgive anyone—even people like us, no matter what we have done, as long as we come to him in faith. 


  This may explain why Jesus left his prayer so open-ended: he wanted to invite everyone who heard these words to receive his forgiveness. His general petition opened the door for any one of us to apply it to our own particular need of forgiveness. Charles Spurgeon said that he loved this prayer “because of the indistinctness of it.”7 In other words, Jesus prayed for “them” without ever saying exactly who “them” included. Therefore, even though this prayer undoubtedly refers specifically to the men who crucified Jesus, it should not be limited to them in its application. When Jesus said “Father, forgive them,” he was giving the hope of mercy to every lost sinner who would ever come to him and pray to be forgiven. We too are among the “them” that Jesus prayed for God to forgive. Spurgeon applied this personally when he said, “now into that pronoun ‘them’ I feel that I can crawl. Can you get in there? Oh, by a humble faith, appropriate the cross of Christ by trusting in it; and get into that big little word ‘them’!”8


  There is room for every sinner in the little word “them,” and therefore many people have crawled inside that blessed pronoun to find the forgiveness of their sins. They have heard the prayer of Jesus and dared to hope that God would show them mercy. It started happening that very afternoon, when one of the criminals crucified with Jesus came to faith before he died (see Luke 23:39–43). Could this have been because he heard Jesus ask for his enemies to be forgiven? One of the soldiers also came to faith in Christ—one of the very soldiers Jesus prayed for God to forgive. The Savior’s prayer was starting to get answered. In the coming weeks and months many priests would trust in Jesus for their salvation as well. Luke tells us in the book of Acts that “a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). 


  God has been answering this prayer ever since, encouraging sinners to believe that we will find mercy in the Father’s forgiveness. Furthermore, Jesus has been praying this prayer ever since, interceding for the people he died to save. Even now he is at the right hand of God, praying for our forgiveness. He is praying from the throne the same way that he prayed from the cross. As the Scripture says, he “always lives to make intercession” (Heb. 7:25). Jesus is praying, “Father, forgive.” 


  

  

 

HE SAVED OTHERS 

  What makes this prayer so powerful? It is powerful because it is prayed to the Father, who is none other than God Almighty, the First Person of the Trinity. It is powerful because it is prayed by the Chosen One, Jesus the Son, the Christ of God. Here, then, is a conversation that takes place within the holy and eternal Trinity. When the Son prays to the Father, how can his prayer not receive its answer? Jesus himself said that the Father always hears the Son (see John 11:42). When the Son prays for us to the Father, therefore, our sins surely will be forgiven. 


  Consider further that this prayer was offered from the cross, so that when he prayed it, Jesus himself was providing the basis for our forgiveness. If the Father needed a just reason to forgive sinners, he only needed to see where Jesus was praying this prayer. He was praying on the cross—the very cross where he was bleeding and dying under the curse of God’s wrath, suffering the just penalty that our sins deserve. Even as he made this petition, his position on the cross was pleading the merits of his blood. 


  How sadly ironic, therefore, that at that very moment the priests and soldiers were taunting Jesus for not being able to save himself. These men thought that in order for someone to bring salvation, he would have to win a glorious triumph. “What sort of king gets killed?” they thought. “What sort of Christ gets crucified?” If Jesus could not save himself from this ignominious death, they reasoned, how could he save anyone at all? 


  But of course it was just because he was the Christ that Jesus refused to save himself, and just because he refused to save himself that he is able to save sinners who need forgiveness. The crucifixion that some men scorned was the very death that made his prayer so powerful. It was by not saving himself that Jesus saved sinners. His death is for our forgiveness. Rather than thinking of himself and his own sufferings, he was thinking of his enemies, as we know from his prayer. Indeed, this is what the cross is all about: the forgiveness of sins. Jesus showed this in his dying hour by praying, “Father, forgive.” Our salvation was gained at the precious cost of his royal blood and by the loving heart of his kingly intercession. 


  If we believe in the King who died for us on the cross—the King who was counted a criminal, stripped of all his clothing, and mocked by jeering enemies—then we too will receive his royal pardon. We will be forgiven. 


  Now our lives should demonstrate his mercy, as the gift of our own forgiveness compels us to offer forgiveness to others. Jesus said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matt. 5:44). He not only said this, but he also did it by praying his first prayer from the cross: “Father, forgive.” Once we receive this forgiveness for ourselves, we pray it for others, including our very worst enemies. Whenever we hear again the first words of Jesus from the cross, we must consider the people that we need to forgive in our family, our church, and the wider community. Is there anyone who has wounded or betrayed you? We are called to pray for our enemies, just as Jesus prayed for his. As Christians, the first calling we have to our enemies is to love them by praying for them. If God is willing, they will be forgiven, not just by us, but also by our Father in heaven. 


  One man who received forgiveness for himself and prayed it for his enemies was Jacob DeShazer. DeShazer was a crew member on one of the bombers that made the daring Doolittle raid on Japan after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor in World War II. His plane was shot down over Japan, and he was imprisoned for more than three years. DeShazer was often tortured and spent most of his time in solitary confinement. He was not a believer, but towards the end of his captivity he was given a Bible and read it cover to cover. Somewhere between his first and his sixth reading, he came to faith in Christ. He repented of his sins and received his royal pardon through the cross. 


  Not long after the war ended and he was released from his captivity, DeShazer became convinced that he should return to Japan and preach the gospel. He wanted to love his former enemies by sharing with them the message of God’s forgiveness. As part of his evangelistic ministry, DeShazer wrote a pamphlet called I Was a Prisoner of Japan. A million copies were printed, and as people all over Japan read the pamphlet, many heard the gospel for the very first time. 


  In the providence of God, one of the men who read DeShazer’s pamphlet was Mitsuo Fuchida, who had been the lead pilot in the attack on Pearl Harbor—the very man who gave the infamous order to attack: “Tora! Tora! Tora!” Fuchida saw the pamphlet at a railway station, and at first he was inclined to discard it, but when he noticed that it was written by an American pilot, he decided to read it. Somewhere deep in his heart he was longing for forgiveness, hoping somehow to forgive and be forgiven. After he read DeShazer’s pamphlet, Fuchida obtained a Bible and began to read it. The verse that changed his life came from the Gospel of Luke: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). As quick as a blink, Fuchida knew that the Jesus he saw on the cross had mercy for his sins and would give him the grace to forgive his enemies.9


  See Jesus the way Fuchida did. Listen to his powerful prayer from the cross. Receive the royal pardon he offers, and as quick as a blink, you will be forgiven. Then forgive your own enemies and pray for them to be forgiven. 
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 THE “LUCKIEST” MAN ALIVE

  Luke 23:39–43  


  And he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” And he said to him, “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” (Luke 23:42–43) 


  They usually call him “the thief on the cross,” which is true as far as it goes.1 The man was a thief, and everyone knew it, including the man himself. But that is true only at the beginning of the story, not at the end, because by then the man had put his faith in Jesus Christ and was on his way to paradise. It might be better, therefore, to call him “the convert on the cross.” Or maybe we should call him “the luckiest man alive,” because at the time he was crucified, he was well on his way to hell. But of all the criminals on all the crosses outside all the cities in the entire Roman Empire, the man happened to get crucified next to Jesus, and as a result he had the chance to be saved before he died. How lucky can a man get? So “lucky” that he is still alive today, in the paradise of God. 


  Then again, the man on the other side of Jesus was almost as lucky. He was crucified next to Jesus too, which gave him one last chance to be saved before dying. But the man on the other side of the cross never repented, never trusted in Jesus, never prayed the sinner’s prayer, and never made it to paradise. 


  The story of one or the other of these two men is really the story of every sinner. For purposes of comparison and contrast, Luke loved to tell his stories in twos: two women expecting a baby, two old saints waiting for the Messiah, two sisters welcoming Jesus into their home, two men going up to the temple to pray, and so on. Here we see two men at the cross dying two deaths, making two different decisions about Jesus, and meeting two entirely different destinies as a result. Their story compels us to make a choice of our own. Like them, we can see Jesus on the cross, and now we have a decision to make. In fact, this scene is really a dress rehearsal for the final judgment.2 Will we end up on the right side of Jesus, like the convert on the cross, or on the wrong side of Jesus, like the man who never believed? 


  

  

 

THE RAGE OF A THIEVING SINNER 

  Luke tells the story of these two men in four parts, starting with the rage of a thieving sinner. We know that the man was guilty of criminal activity because Matthew says as much in his Gospel (see Matt. 27:38). What Luke tells us is that “One of the criminals who were hanged railed at him, saying, ‘Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us!’” (Luke 23:39). 


  In these few short words we not only get a sense of the man himself, but we also gain clear insight into the sinful condition of our fallen nature. This man is right next to the Savior of the world in his dying hour, but he can respond only with selfish demands and bitter contempt. 


  People who do not have a saving relationship with God sometimes console themselves with the thought that they will have time for that later (whenever later is). Sometimes they imagine themselves having some sort of deathbed conversion. They will live by their own rules most of their lives, but of course there will always be time for them to come back to God at the very end. Or so they think. 


  Sometimes this does happen, of course, and the convert on the cross is a famous example. But God is not obliged to give people one last chance to repent. Many people die suddenly or unexpectedly. Furthermore, people who do get one last chance to believe in Jesus are just as likely to waste it, which is exactly what this man did. Not even the certainty of his impending death was enough to persuade him to get serious about having a relationship with God. If we are not serious about getting right with God now, we should not expect to get right with him later, either. 


  Rather than treating Jesus with reverence and repentance, the man on the wrong side of the cross used his dying strength to treat him with sarcasm and contempt. When he heard the priests and soldiers making fun of the man on the cross next to him, he knew that he had not yet hit absolute bottom. Seeing that Jesus was even lower than he was, he raged against him. This is the way people are. If we feel bad about our situation, we take our anger out on someone else, especially someone in a worse situation than we are. No matter how low we go, we look for someone even lower to ridicule. 


  The angry criminal also demanded Jesus to save him on his own terms. This too is the way of fallen sinners. When we do not get what we want out of life, often our first instinct is to get angry with God and to start telling him what he has to do in order to earn back our allegiance. What this man wanted Jesus to do was to get him down from the cross. He was not interested in having a relationship with Jesus or actually dealing with the eternal consequences of his sin. He wanted salvation only in the very limited sense of escape from immediate death. “For all his pain,” writes David Gooding, “there was with him apparently no fear of God, no confession of guilt before God, no expression of repentance, no request even for divine forgiveness.”3


  This is what many people want from God: practical help in temporary emergencies. They want a deity who can work them a few miracles, but not a God who demands their service and obedience. When their circumstances get desperate, they demand for God to intervene, but once the crisis is over they go right back to living for themselves. What kind of relationship are you looking to have with Jesus? Do you want him to be your cosmic “easy button,” or do you want to know him in a way that will change your entire life? 


  The spiritual problem with this impenitent sinner was that he had neither faith nor repentance. Rather than confessing his crimes, he angrily attacked Jesus. Refusing to repent, he kept on sinning. Even though he asked Jesus to deliver him in some sense, he did not believe that Jesus really had the power to save. He did not confess Jesus as the Christ, but questioned whether Jesus was the Christ at all. Here is how David Gooding explains the tragic destiny of this unrepentant sinner: 


  He was prepared to believe that Jesus was the Messiah if he would do a miracle and release him from the temporal punishment that was the consequence of his crimes. When Jesus made no attempt to do that he cursed him and his religion as a cheat. But to save people simply from the temporal consequences of their sins without first bringing them to repentance and reconciliation with God, would be no true salvation at all. It would but encourage people to repeat their sins under the impression that any ugly or inconvenient consequences could and would be miraculously removed. . . . No paradise could be built on such an irresponsible attitude to sin.4


  


  The truth is that Jesus does have the power to save us. He is able to take us to the everlasting paradise of God. But we must come on his terms, repenting of our sin and trusting in him for salvation, or else he will never receive us at all. Unless we are ready to face up to the serious problem of our sin, we are not ready for the salvation Jesus is ready to give. 


  

  

 

THE REBUKE OF A PENITENT THIEF 

  There are two convicted felons in this story, and at the beginning of the crucifixion neither one of them was ready to come to Jesus. This is clear from the Gospel of Matthew, which tells us that “the robbers who were crucified with him also reviled him in the same way” (Matt. 27:44). Matthew’s use of the plural (“robbers”) indicates that both men railed against Jesus. So the sinner on the other side of the cross started out just as angry as the man quoted in verse 39, his partner in crime. Both of these hardened criminals ridiculed Jesus: “The men impaled on his right and left hitched themselves up, gathered in precious air, and exhaled abuse on Jesus in deadly blasphemy.”5


  At that moment, these two men must have seemed like the two most unpromising candidates for salvation in the entire world. Both of them deserved to die on what the Romans called “the unlucky tree.” Both of them were adding to their guilt by abusing the Son of God. Yet as unlikely as it was that either of these men would ever make it to heaven, something happened that changed one of their lives forever. We do not know exactly what moved the man from ridicule to repentance, apart from the gracious work of God the Holy Spirit. Maybe it was the gentle patience of Jesus as he suffered ridicule, injustice, and the excruciating pains of the cross. Maybe it was the prayer of forgiveness that Jesus offered for his enemies (see Luke 23:34). But whatever it was, sometime during his dying hour the convert on the cross responded to Jesus with repentance and faith. 


  We see his repentance in the way he responded to the criminal on the other side of the cross. Here is the rebuke of this penitent thief: “Do you not fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? And we indeed justly, for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds; but this man has done nothing wrong” (Luke 23:40–41). 


  John Calvin famously said in the opening words of his Institutes of the Christian Religion, “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.”6 By that standard, the convert on the cross was in the possession of true wisdom, for he came to know both God and himself. 


  The man’s knowledge of God is evident from his reverence for God. He gave the other criminal a strong rebuke for not showing proper respect. “Do you not fear God?” he said (Luke 23:40). Or, more literally, “Don’t you even fear God?” Even if a man does not respect anything else, he should at least fear God, who has the power over life and death, heaven and hell. So the convert on the cross rebuked the angry, unconverted criminal for showing the kind of irreverence that would send him to hell. 


  Not only did the convert on the cross have the proper fear of God, but he also had holy reverence for Jesus. Rather than thinking that somehow he was superior to Jesus, like the man on the other side, he knew that he was inferior. So at the end of verse 41 he says, “this man has done nothing wrong.” In saying this, he was not necessarily claiming that Jesus had never sinned. This is true, of course, but the convert on the cross had no way of knowing it. Instead, he was saying something similar to what Pilate had said earlier: “I have found in him no guilt deserving death” (Luke 23:22). Somehow the convert on the cross sensed that this was true. After all, no crime was listed on the sign over his head. Nor did it seem likely that Jesus had done anything to deserve such a degrading death. So the man recognized the righteousness of the Savior’s holiness and confessed it as well as he understood it: “this man has done nothing wrong” (Luke 23:41). 


  What is your testimony about the Jesus you see on the cross? Fear God and honor the King by saying that he is the sinless Savior. Then see yourself and confess that you are not sinless like Jesus, which is why you need a Savior. One of the truest and most important things we need to know about ourselves is the depravity of our sin. 


  The convert on the cross knew this, which is why he came to Jesus in Godfearing repentance. Out of reverence for God and respect for his authority as the Judge, the man admitted that he was in the wrong. Not only was he upset by what the other robber was saying, but he also confessed his own transgression. We are justly condemned, he said, “for we are receiving the due reward of our deeds” (Luke 23:41). Presumably he was referring specifically to the punishment he was receiving for breaking the law: these men deserved to pay for their crimes. But we sense that something deeper was happening in the man’s heart. As he saw himself in comparison to Jesus, he came under the conviction of his sin. This may be the most important lesson the convert on the cross can teach us: not that we can still be saved at the very last minute (which is true to teach, but foolish to depend on), but rather that whenever we come to God we must come knowing that we deserve justice rather than mercy. 


  What do you deserve from God? See yourself in the criminal on the cross and ask God to have mercy on your soul. The cross next to Christ is for “the praying thief, or those who, penitent as he, still find the Christ beside them on the tree.”7 It is never too late to come to Jesus. However, this story is not primarily about getting saved in the nick of time. It is really about getting saved at all, which always includes repenting for all the things we have done wrong. Donald Barnhouse said: 


  This must be the position of anyone who is going to be saved. As long as we cling to our own selves and think that there is even a shred of righteousness in ourselves that could satisfy the demands of a holy God, there is no possibility of salvation for us. But when we recognize that we have sinned . . . then we are in the position of those who may obtain mercy.8


  


  If we want to be in a position to receive mercy, we should pray the way that Nicholas Copernicus prayed. When that famous scientist considered this story from the Gospel, he humbly prayed: “I do not ask for the grace that you gave St. Paul; nor can I dare to ask for the grace that you granted to St. Peter; but, the mercy which you did show to the dying robber, that mercy, show to me.”9


  

  

 

THE REQUEST OF A DYING CONVERT 

  Genuine repentance is always joined to saving faith. This brings us to the third part of the story, in which we hear the request of a dying convert. Rather than taking something that did not belong to him, the way he usually did, for once the thief asked if he could have something he did not deserve: “And he said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom’” (Luke 23:42). 


  This is one of the only times in the Gospel of Luke that anyone calls Jesus by his given name. How appropriate it is for the convert on the cross to use it, because Jesus is the name of salvation. Call him “Jesus,” the Christmas angel said to Joseph, “for he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21; cf. Luke 1:31). The name “Jesus” means that God saves, and this is what the man was asking: for Jesus to give him the salvation of God. In addition to repenting of his sin, he was making a deliberate request for salvation, trusting Jesus to give him the free gift of eternal life. 


  It is important to notice that the criminals on both crosses asked Jesus to save them, yet only one of them was saved. What was the difference? Why was only one man saved, while the other man was lost forever? Though their words are different, their requests sound almost the same. One man said “Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us!” (Luke 23:39), while the other one said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42). What was the crucial difference between the prayers of these two sinners? 


  Even though both of these men asked for some sort of salvation, the attitudes behind their dying requests could hardly have been more different. Consider the differences: one request was made in angry unbelief; the other was offered in humble faith. One thief was not sure whether or not Jesus was the Christ, so he asked him to prove it. The other thief knew Jesus could save him, so he simply asked to be remembered. One man required Jesus to save himself before he saved anyone else. But somehow the other man knew that Jesus had to die first, and only then would he rise to his kingdom. One man was hoping for immediate deliverance from physical suffering, while the other was looking for salvation beyond the grave. He knew in his heart that “while there was no question of his being released from the temporal consequences of his crimes, there was every possibility of his being delivered from the wrath of God and from the eternal penalty of sin.”10


  The second man is an extraordinary example of saving faith. What is truly remarkable is not how late he was saved, but how much faith he had when he finally came to Christ. The convert on the cross believed that Jesus was the king of a coming kingdom. At the time, Jesus was surrounded by scoffers and bleeding a ghastly death. He hardly looked very kingly. In weakness—in extremis—he was emptied of all his royal glory. Nevertheless, and although he was crucified, the convert on the cross believed that Christ would have a kingdom. As Spurgeon said, “He saw our Lord in the very extremity of agony and death, and yet he believed in him as the King shortly to come into his kingdom.”11 We do not know how the man knew that Jesus was the King. Maybe the idea came from the sign above his cross, or from the cruel taunts of the crucifying soldiers. Nor is it clear exactly what kind of kingdom he thought Jesus would rule. But wherever the idea came from, the convert on the cross believed in Jesus and wanted to belong to his royal kingdom. 


  The man also had a “believing expectation” in life after death.12 Speaking as one crucified man to another, he trusted that this was not the end for Jesus, or for him. He would have immortal life in the world to come. Has any man ever had more faith? What could one dying man possibly do for another? Yet this dying man believed that Jesus could get him into the kingdom of God! As he witnessed the crucifixion, he also had faith in the resurrection, and thus he believed the whole gospel before any of the apostles did. 


  Do you have as much faith as this crucified man put in the crucified Christ? Here is a man who was fully confident that all he needed for all eternity was for Jesus to remember him. Sometimes people have the idea that it must have been easier for him to believe because, after all, he was there at the crucifixion. Yet it took as much faith for him as it does for anyone—maybe even more. It takes faith to see Jesus crucified and believe that your sins will be forgiven. It takes faith to believe that he has the resurrection power to give you eternal life. It takes faith to rely on his remembrance for your destiny. It takes faith for anyone to pray what that old criminal prayed on the cross: “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42). 


  

  

 

THE REWARD OF A GRACIOUS SAVIOR 

  Jesus will not forget. Anyone who prays to him in repentance and faith will be saved forever. Jesus said this in the strongest possible terms, as he promised the reward of a gracious Savior: “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise’” (Luke 23:43). “Yes,” Jesus was saying, “I will not forget; I will remember you.” But he was also giving the convert on the cross far more than he asked or imagined. 


  Consider all the blessings contained in this one short statement. Jesus promised to save the man immediately. He would not have to wait until tomorrow, but would enter his reward that very day. This helps to answer a question that almost everyone asks: What will happen to me when I die? For the believer in Christ, the answer is that death is the entrance into glory. Our bodies will be laid in the ground, where they will wait for their resurrection on the day of judgment. But our souls immediately enter the presence of God. To be “away from the body,” the Bible says, is to be “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8). 


  What hope this promise must have given to the convert on the cross! His simple faith gained him an immediate salvation. He would not have to wait until the end of days to receive his reward. Even if he was the last disciple to follow Jesus, he would be the first one home to glory, because the moment after he took his last breath on earth he would find himself in paradise. This is our hope as well: 


  That word “to-day” . . . tells us that the very moment a believer dies, his soul is in happiness and in safe keeping. His full redemption is not yet come. His perfect bliss will not begin before the resurrection morning. But there is no mysterious delay, no season of suspense, no purgatory, between his death and a state of reward. In the day that he breathes his last he goes to Paradise. In the hour that he departs he is with Christ.13


  


  Jesus also promised to save this man eternally, because paradise is the heaven of God. The word is used elsewhere in Scripture to refer to a place of future blessedness—a home of everlasting rest for the people of God (see 2 Cor. 12:2–4; Rev. 2:7). “Paradise” also refers to the Garden of Eden—humanity’s first home. We know from the book of Genesis that the way back to that beautiful garden was closed because of sin. But it is not closed forever, because paradise lost has been regained. By suffering the death penalty for sin, Jesus opened the way back up to God. His cross is the key that opens the gate to heaven—not just for the convert on the cross, but for all the children of God.14


  What else did Jesus promise? He promised to save the man personally. The convert on the cross asked Jesus, man to man, to save him. This is the only way that any can be saved: by asking Jesus himself for salvation. Jesus responded with these words: “I say to you.” He was making a personal transaction, speaking as a friend to a friend. But what is even more personal is the promise of his presence. Heaven is a wonderful place, but what makes paradise to be a paradise is being with Jesus. If he had said only “Today you will be in Paradise,” that would almost be enough. But what Jesus actually promised was infinitely better: “Today you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43). In fact, the words at the end of his promise almost seem redundant. What other paradise do we need if we know that we will be with Jesus? 


  In his “Personal Narrative,” the great theologian Jonathan Edwards described a time when he experienced unusual intimacy with Jesus—what he called a “sense of the excellent fullness of Christ.” Here is how Edwards recounted the experience: 


  Once, as I rode out into the woods for my health; and having lit from my horse in a retired place . . . to walk for divine contemplation and prayer; I had a view, that for me was extraordinary, of the glory of the Son of God; as Mediator between God and man; and his wonderful, great, full, pure and sweet grace and love, and meek and gentle condescension. This grace, that appeared to me so calm and sweet, appeared great above the heavens. The person of Christ appeared ineffably excellent, with an excellency great enough to swallow up all thought and conception. . . . I felt withal an ardency of soul to be, what I know not otherwise how to express, than to be emptied and annihilated; to lie in the dust, and to be full of Christ alone; to love him with a holy and pure love; to trust in him; to live upon him; to serve and follow him, and to be totally wrapt up in the fullness of Christ; and to be perfectly sanctified and made pure, with a divine and heavenly purity.15


  


  Apparently Edwards had this experience more than once, because he went on to say, “I have, several other times, had views very much of the same nature, and which have had the same effects.” This is how Jonathan Edwards described the joy of being “with Jesus.” But if we have never had such an intense spiritual experience, we should not despair. Jonathan Edwards knew Jesus better than most people, and even he had an extraordinary sense of Christ’s presence only on rare occasions. But if this has not happened to us yet, one day it will, because Jesus gives us the same promise that he gave to the convert on the cross: “You will be with me in Paradise.” 


  Jesus saved this man immediately, eternally, personally, and also graciously—by faith, apart from any works. If ever there was a man whose works could not save him, it was the convert on the cross. His life was almost over. Even if he wanted to do something of his own that would be good enough for God, he couldn’t do it, because his hands and his feet were nailed to the cross. He did not even have time to receive any sacraments. The only thing he could do is believe, and believe he did. Having repented of his sin, he trusted Jesus to save him—only Jesus. This is the biblical doctrine of justification by faith alone. As John Chrysostom said (more than a thousand years before the Reformation), “The thief, that was hanged when Christ suffered, did believe only, and the most merciful God justified him.”16 This is the way of salvation for anyone: we can be justified only by grace through faith—faith alone. This faith, it should also be noted, always produces good works, and the thief on the cross is no exception. He used what little time he had left to profess his faith, to rebuke sin, and to speak up for the cause of Christ. 


  Finally, Jesus saved this man certainly, or assuredly. We can always count on anything that Jesus promises anyway, but whenever he begins a sentence with the word “truly,” he is making a solemn and unbreakable vow. So here at the end of the Gospel of knowing for sure we meet a man who knew for sure that he would be saved. By the promise of Jesus, the convert on the cross was certain of his salvation. 


  Do you have the same assurance? Do you know for certain that if you were to die today, you would be with Jesus in paradise? Charles Spurgeon said that Jesus took the convert on the cross with him to paradise “as a specimen of what he meant to do. He seemed to say to all the heavenly powers, ‘I bring a sinner with me; he is a sample of the rest.’”17 Jesus loves to save sinners. He was busy saving people right up to the end of his life, and he has been doing it ever since. If he was willing to save the thief on the cross, after everything that that man had done, he is willing to save anyone, including you. 


  

  

 

REMEMBER ME 

  It is sometimes said that there are two kinds of people in the world: people who say there are two kinds of people in the world, and people who don’t. Luke clearly fell into the former category. He believed that there are only two kinds of people, not just in this world, but also in the world to come. He shows us these two kinds of people at the cross, one crucified on the left side of Jesus, and the other on the right. 


  As many preachers have said, that one thief was saved so that no sinner might despair, but only one, so that no sinner might presume. Sometimes, in his mercy and grace, God saves people the way he saved the convert on the cross: right before they die. But why wait until then? The other thief was dying too, but he was never saved: 


  Both were equally near to Christ. Both saw and heard all that happened, during the six hours that He hung on the cross. Both were dying men, and suffering acute pain. Both were alike wicked sinners, and needed forgiveness. Yet one died in his sins, as he had lived, hardened, impenitent, and unbelieving. The other repented, believed, cried to Jesus for mercy, and was saved.18


  


  This is the choice that every person must make: to repent, to believe, and to pray, or else to die without faith in Jesus and never make it to paradise. Which side of the cross are you on? Here is the prayer that Richard Burnham offered—a prayer for any sinner who wants to be saved: 


  Jesus, Thou art the sinner’s Friend;
 As such I look to Thee;
 Now, in the fullness of Thy love,
 O Lord, remember me.


  


  Remember Thy pure Word of grace,
 Remember Calvary’s tree,
 Remember all Thy dying groans,
 And then remember me.


  


  Thou wondrous Advocate with God,
 I yield my soul to Thee;
 While Thou art pleading on the throne,
 Dear Lord, remember me.


  


  And when I close my eyes in death,
 And human help shall flee,
 Then, then, my dear redeeming God,
 O then remember me.19
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 THE LIGHT AT THE END
 OF THE CROSS

  Luke 23:44–49 


  It was now about the sixth hour, and there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour, while the sun’s light failed. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two. Then Jesus, calling out with a loud voice, said, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” And having said this he breathed his last. (Luke 23:44–46) 


  It was the brightest time of day. The sun was striving to reach its zenith—the high and shining meridian of its daily glory. Meanwhile the Son of God was making the promise of paradise, giving the bright hope of eternal life to a dying thief and to every dying sinner. Then the darkness descended. “It was now about the sixth hour,” Luke tells us, “and there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour, while the sun’s light failed” (Luke 23:44–45). This was the day that the sun refused to shine, and so a black curtain fell over the stage of our salvation, shrouding the cross in thick darkness. 


  This darkness was the first of three crucifixion miracles recorded in the Gospel of Luke: the descent of darkness, the tearing of the veil, and the conversion of the centurion. As we see these three miracles, we also hear the voice of Jesus from the cross, which may not be a miracle, but was an indisputable marvel: the voice of the God-forsaken Son praying in the darkness and trusting the Father he could not see. 


  

  

 

THE DESCENT OF DARKNESS 

  The miraculous darkness described in the Gospel was a literal darkness with a symbolical meaning. Luke tells us that the whole land was dark for about three hours, from midday to the middle of the afternoon. This claim is repeated by Matthew and Mark (see Matt. 27:45; Mark 15:33). It is also confirmed by other ancient sources. Writing around the year 200, Tertullian confidently informed his Roman readers that this “wonder is related in your own annals and is preserved in your archives to this day.”1 Later both Origen and Eusebius quoted an account from the historian Phlegon, who described an extraordinary darkness that occurred around the time of the crucifixion.2


  This darkness must have been a miracle—a divine intervention into the ordinary course of nature. It could not have been an ordinary eclipse. For one thing, it lasted for three hours, whereas a full eclipse of the sun lasts for only a few minutes. Furthermore, the crucifixion took place at the time of Passover, which coincides with a full moon. But as any astronomer knows, a full moon is on the wrong side of the earth to cause a solar eclipse. So the darkness that covered the cross for three dread hours on Good Friday had some other cause—a cause that can only be attributed to the sovereign intervention of almighty God. 


  What was the symbolic meaning of this miraculous sign? The poet Henry Colman asked: “What strange unusual prodigy is here, / The height of day and yet no sun appear, / Nothing but darkness to be seen? What fright / Hath caused the day thus to be turned to night?” Colman thought he knew the answer: It was the darkness of death. “God’s Son is dead. / No marvel then, the Sun doth hide its head.”3


  Darkness is often used as a symbol of evil. Jesus himself used the word that way on the night that he was betrayed. When the priests and the temple police came to arrest him, he said to those evil men, “this is your hour, and the power of darkness” (Luke 22:53). How appropriate it was, then, for the cruel deed of the crucifixion to be covered with spreading darkness, as if to say that this was the most evil of all crimes. 


  The darkness was also a sign of sorrow—a symbol of sadness and grief. Listen to the prophecy of Amos: “‘And on that day,’ declares the Lord GOD, ‘I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight. . . . I will make it like the mourning for an only son and the end of it like a bitter day’” (Amos 8:9–10). The words of Amos came true the day Jesus was crucified. The sun turned to darkness; the sky began to weep for the death of the Father’s only Son. James Boice said it was as if “a veil had been drawn over the unspeakable suffering of God’s Son.”4 Or, to quote another commentator, the cross “was draped in the mourning sackcloth of darkness.”5


  The darkening sky was a symbol of evil and sadness, but the Bible also associates darkness with divine judgment. This was a day of judgment, on which the Son of God suffered the wrath of God against human sin. When the ancient prophets spoke about the coming of God’s judgment, they always said that it would be a day of signs and dark wonders in the heavens: “A day of wrath is that day, a day of distress and anguish, a day of ruin and devastation, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness” (Zeph. 1:15). 


  The day Christ was crucified was that kind of day. During his dark hours on the cross, the Son of God was bearing the guilt of our sin. The curse of God was against him. The dark sky showed that he was suffering the hellish curse of God’s wrath against human sin. There was a disturbance in creation itself in order to demonstrate what Jesus was doing on the cross: suffering God’s judgment against our sin. 


  This was the first crucifixion miracle in the Gospel of Luke: the darkness of damnation. If you believe in this miracle, and understand what it means, then you know that Jesus has suffered the deadly penalty that you deserve for your sins. You are free from the wrath of God. 


  

  

 

THE TEARING OF THE VEIL 

  The second miracle did not take place at Calvary, where Jesus was crucified, but in the temple, where priests were worshiping God: “And the curtain of the temple was torn in two” (Luke 23:45). Like the curtain of darkness that covered the cross, the tearing of the veil was a literal miracle with a symbolical meaning. Although Luke gives it little more than brief mention, this miracle had monumental significance for the eternal destiny of the people of God because it showed that the way was now open to the presence of God. 


  The curtain of the temple was a magnificent piece of linen fabric, richly embroidered with red, blue, and purple thread. Its function was to separate the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place, also known as the Holy of Holies. The Holy Place was where the priests performed many of their sacred duties, such as replenishing the oil for the golden lampstand and offering holy incense on the altar of prayer. But the Most Holy Place was strictly off limits. The room behind the curtain was the most sacred space in the world—the place where God had chosen to manifest his holy presence. 


  Inside the Most Holy Place stood the ark of the covenant. There the mercy seat was sprinkled with the sacrificial blood of the covenant to make atonement for the people of God. The only person who ever went inside the Holy of Holies to meet with God was the high priest of Israel. He went there only once a year, on the day of atonement, and he never went inside without bringing the blood of a pure sacrifice. This was because a sacrifice had to be made for sin before anyone could enter the presence of God. Even when he had the sacrificial blood, the high priest feared for his life when he pulled back the curtain and went inside. 


  The thick curtain that separated the Holy Place from the Most Holy Place was a form of protection. It formed a barrier between a holy God and his sinful people. It blocked access, as if to say to sinful humanity: “This far, but no farther!” 


  The temple curtain was torn in two when Christ was crucified. To understand how miraculous this was, it is important to know that the curtain was roughly thirty feet wide and thirty feet high—one hundred square yards of heavy material. It was not a thin sheet of sheer fabric, but the width of a man’s hand, almost an inch thick. The curtain was also tightly woven with multiple layers of thread. It must have weighed hundreds if not thousands of pounds. Thus it would have been impossible for any person to tear in two. 


  Consider further the testimony of Matthew and Mark that this curtain “was torn in two, from top to bottom” (Matt. 27:51; Mark 15:38). Not from bottom to top, notice, but from top to bottom. The only way a human being could have done this was by getting a twenty-five-foot ladder and hacking away at the curtain with a broadsword. But there were always priests in the Holy Place, worshiping the Lord both night and day. Anyone who tried to tear the curtain to the Most Holy Place would have been seized instantly and then summarily executed for perpetrating a sacrilege. No, the ripping of the veil was something that only God could do, and only by his miraculous power. 


  This miracle must have made a deep impression on the priestly community. In fact, there are references in the Jewish Talmud—dating to around the time of the crucifixion—to strange occurrences at the temple.6 The priests who actually witnessed the tearing of the veil must have been absolutely terrified. Presumably they were just starting to make their elaborate preparations for the evening sacrifice. Since it was Passover, one of the high holy days, they almost certainly had a heightened sense of spiritual expectancy. Suddenly the holy curtain was ripped in half, and they could see right into the Holy of Holies—the place where God was. 


  What did this mean? Why did it happen at the very time Christ was crucified? What was the spiritual meaning of this supernatural sign? 


  It meant that Jesus was offering his body as the last sacrifice his people would ever need for their sins. This was the obvious and dramatic end of the whole Old Testament system of sacrifice. No more lambs needed to be slain for Passover. No more goats needed to be offered on the day of atonement. No more blood needed to be sprinkled on the mercy seat. The Son of God had given himself to be the final sacrifice for sin. As the Scripture says, Jesus “has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself ” (Heb. 9:26). When Jesus was crucified, the age of animal sacrifice ended forever, and God showed this by tearing the curtain to the Holy of Holies. Although later some of the priests may have tried to sew the temple curtain back together, there was no going back now: God had opened the way to the secret place that could only be entered by the blood of a perfect sacrifice. 


  This irreversible miracle showed further that the way was open to God forever. Since the time of Moses, the people of God had been denied any direct access to the divine presence. Although God graciously made his presence to dwell at the tabernacle, and then later at the temple, only one person was ever allowed a direct audience with the Almighty, and this was the high priest. Most people never even entered the Holy Place, and even the holy priests never saw the awesome majesty of the living God. But by his death Jesus opened the way to God, and this was symbolized by the tearing of the temple veil. 


  Now, by faith in Jesus, we have direct access to God. The book of Hebrews says that the old temple curtain closed the way to the holy places of God (see Heb. 9:3, 8). But now Jesus has opened the way back to God. Hebrews uses temple language to say that we have “a hope that enters into the inner place behind the curtain” (Heb. 6:19). Then it declares that “we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh” (Heb. 10:19–20). 


  We have entrance to the Almighty. What this means in practical terms is that we can go to him with our every need. We should never think that our problems are beneath his notice, or that we have done something so terrible that God will never listen to our prayers again. On the contrary, the Bible says we can “draw near” to God “with a true heart in full assurance of faith” (Heb. 10:22). Jesus has opened the way for us to be close to God. 


  Do you believe this? Many of the priests believed it. When they went into the Holy Place and saw the holy veil miraculously torn in two, they sensed that God was doing something new. Later, when they heard the good news about the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus Christ, they understood that the tearing of the veil was a sign of salvation. Luke tells us the rest of their story in the book of Acts, where we read that “a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith” (Acts 6:7). Anyone who believes in the miracle of the curtain, and understand what it means, will find the way to God, through Jesus, and become obedient to the Christian faith. 


  

  

 

THE CONVERSION OF THE CENTURION 

  The third miracle in Luke’s account of the crucifixion was a miracle of grace: the conversion of the centurion who praised God and proclaimed that Jesus was innocent. 


  Different people respond to the cross in different ways. This is as true today as it was the day that Jesus was crucified. Many people reacted with grief. Luke tells us that “all the crowds that had assembled for this spectacle, when they saw what had taken place, returned home beating their breasts” (Luke 23:48). The word “spectacle” almost suggests that they had come hoping to be entertained by a bloody display of cruel violence. But if that is why some people came to the cross, they went away in a completely different mood. Watching Jesus suffer in the darkness produced feelings of sorrow and fear. Thus some people went home with heavy hearts, maybe even lamenting the guilt of their sin. 


  For their part, the disciples were not quite sure what to make of it all. They were sadder than anyone, for they had experienced the unspeakable grief of watching the tortured suffering of someone they loved. But they were also deep in thought, trying to make sense of the crucifixion. Luke says that “all his acquaintances and the women who had followed him from Galilee stood at a distance watching these things” (Luke 23:49). Luke singles out these women for special mention because they were so faithful to Jesus and because they had such an important role to play in his ensuing burial and the story of his resurrection. Like the rest of the disciples, they were watching from a distance, quietly considering the meaning of the cross. 


  One man was so deeply impressed by what he had seen and heard that he could not keep silent, but wanted to affirm that Jesus was without sin: “Now when the centurion saw what had taken place, he praised God, saying, ‘Certainly this man was innocent!’” (Luke 23:47). Truly this was another miracle—not a physical miracle, like the darkness at the cross or the curtain in the temple, but a spiritual miracle in which a sinner’s heart was transformed by the supernatural power of God. 


  According to the spiritual laws of human nature, the sinful heart does not want to praise God. It runs downhill in the other direction—the direction of sin. This was true of the centurion at the cross, who mocked and scourged the Son of God. Whether he had pinned Jesus to the cross, or raised the hammer, or held the nails, he was partly responsible for the greatest crime in the history of the universe. He was one of those “lawless men,” as Luke would later describe them, who killed and crucified Jesus (see Acts 2:23). He had a sinful mind that was hostile to God, as we all do, until the Holy Spirit comes into our minds and hearts to take control (see Rom. 8:5–11). 


  Then a transformation took place. The soldier’s cursing was turned to praising, as he started to worship the sinless Son of God. The Bible does not say what brought about this change. Maybe it was the prayer of forgiveness that Jesus offered for his enemies (see Luke 23:34). Perhaps it was the gracious promise of paradise that he made to the thief on the cross (see Luke 23:43). Maybe it was the peaceful way Jesus surrendered his spirit to the Father (see Luke 23:46), or the whole manner of his death by crucifixion. But whatever it was, the man knew that when Jesus died, it was not for anything that he deserved. He was completely innocent. 


  Some people wonder whether the soldier ever fully repented of his sins and trusted in Jesus for his salvation. It seems safe to assume that he did. Admittedly, the words of his repentance are not recorded in the Gospel. Luke does not specifically say that he asked Jesus for forgiveness, or prayed to receive the free gift of eternal life. It is also true that simply saying that Jesus is innocent is not enough to save anyone. We must believe that he is the Son of God, and our Savior, which we do not know for sure that the centurion ever did. 


  We need to bear in mind, however, that Luke does not tell us everything the man said. According to Mark, he also said, “Truly this man was the Son of God!” (Mark 15:39). Furthermore, Luke tells us that in addition to saying that Jesus was innocent, he also “praised God” (Luke 23:47). Here is a man, therefore, who stood at the foot of the cross to praise God and to declare that Jesus is the righteous Son of God. This is no small confession! The soldier believed the gospel as well as he could understand it. Later there would be time for him to go deeper in the Christian faith. But as he stood in the dark shadow of the crucifixion, he saw the light at the end of the cross. 


  This was an absolute miracle: one of the very men who crucified Jesus was one of the first people to trust in him at the cross. In fact, as far as we can tell from the Gospel of Luke, the soldier was the only person to praise God at the cross of Christ. Back at the beginning of Luke, Simeon promised that Jesus would be a “light for revelation to the Gentiles” (Luke 2:32). Now the promise was coming true, as it does for everyone who believes. Has the light dawned on you? Can you confess that Jesus is the Son of God, the sinless Savior? Take your place with the converted centurion and praise Jesus on the cross. By the miraculous grace of God, you may know for sure that when he offered up his righteous life it was for you as much as for anyone. 


  

  

 

THE LAST PRAYER OF JESUS CHRIST 

  What happened to the centurion was the greatest crucifixion miracle in the Gospel of Luke. The descent of darkness showed that Jesus was suffering God’s wrath against sin. The tearing of the veil showed that he was opening the way to God. But the conversion of the centurion showed that God can turn his enemies into friends and bring the hardest sinners from darkness into everlasting light. 


  We should never forget that the Savior who performs this miracle of saving grace went through the darkness to save us. We are reminded of this whenever we listen to the voice of Jesus and hear his last loud prayer from the cross: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” (Luke 23:46). Apparently this is something Jesus said virtually at the same moment the curtain of the temple was torn in two, while the sky was still black with grieving despair. It is something he said with nearly his last breath. These were the dying words of a dying man—a man forsaken by God. 


  This is what makes his words such a marvel. We know from the Gospels of Matthew and Mark that earlier Jesus had said, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34). These words reveal a mystery beyond human thought: as the Son took on himself the guilt of our sin he was forsaken by the Father. Maybe this is why Jesus did not even call him “Father,” as he did in every other prayer recorded in the Gospels, but called him “God” instead. As he suffered the wrath our sins deserve, the Son was separated from the intimacy he had known with the Father from all eternity. For the God-forsaken Son, the darkness of the cross meant distance from the Father. 


  Yet there was light at the end of the cross. In his last prayer before dying, Jesus expressed full confidence in his Father’s love. Once again he used the paternal name of the First Person of the Trinity and called him “Father.” Jesus did this even before the darkness lifted, which is the marvel of this prayer. Even when he was dying a God-forsaken death, the Son refused to let go of his eternal sonship. The word “Father” was “the sustaining lyric” of his life, and “here at death it expressed his ineffable trust and peace.”7 Jesus trusted that he would not be forsaken forever, and therefore he surrendered himself to the Father’s care. As he came to the end of his sin-bearing work on the cross, his sense of the Father’s loving presence was restored. 


  The Savior’s sense of being God’s Son had been present all through his life and ministry. It was there as a young boy when he was in Jerusalem for Passover and called the temple his “Father’s house” (Luke 2:49). It was there at his baptism when the heavens opened and the Father said, “You are my beloved Son” (Luke 3:22). It was there every time he prayed the way he always prayed but no one had ever prayed before, addressing God as “Father.” It was there when he prayed in the garden and accepted the cross, saying, “Father . . . not my will, but yours, be done” (Luke 22:42). It was there in his first words from the cross: “Father, forgive” (Luke 23:34). It was there again at the very end of the cross, when he said: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” (Luke 23:46). 


  Many pious Jews used a similar prayer every night before bedtime.8 It was their version of the famous prayer for children: “Now I lay me down to sleep, / I pray the Lord my soul to keep; / If I should die before I wake, / I pray the Lord my soul to take.” But like almost everything he said on the cross, Jesus took these words straight from Scripture. This is one of the reasons he died so well: he was strengthened and sustained by the Word of God. The Son knew the Scriptures so well that even when he was in the pains of death, he could breathe the words of the Spirit as prayer to the Father. 


  In this case Jesus was quoting Psalm 31, in which David asked God to save him from his enemies. It was an appropriate psalm for Jesus to use, because he too was attacked by enemies and wracked with physical pain, just like David. So he uttered David’s prayer: “Into your hand I commit my spirit” (Ps. 31:5). 


  Jesus used this prayer almost word for word, except that he made it more personal by calling God “Father.” This is an example for our own intercession. There are times in life when we feel God-forsaken, when we wonder whether God is even there. Jesus knows what this is like because he really was forsaken. Nevertheless, he trusted his Father in the darkness, as we should trust him whenever we are feeling desperate. Even when we cannot see the light and prayer seems like nothing more than a cry in the dark, we are called to trust the Father, as Jesus did. By faith we yield everything up to God, surrendering everything we are and have to him for all eternity. 


  This is not just the way for us to live, but also the way for us to die. When Jesus committed his spirit to the Father, there is a sense in which he was doing something that no other human being can ever do. He was surrendering his body to death by the free exercise of his own will. Remember what Jesus said before: “I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again” (John 10:17–18). Jesus exercised this authority by giving up his spirit (see John 19:30). Notice that his last prayer was uttered “with a loud voice” (Luke 23:46). Jesus was not yet at the feeble extremity of physical existence, but gave his life by the deliberate choice of his sovereign will. It is true that he was crucified by cruel men, in keeping with the will of God (see Acts 2:23, as well as Isa. 53:10). Yet it remains true that Jesus surrendered his body to death in a way that no one else has the authority to do. 


  Nevertheless, the last prayer that Jesus made before dying is still a good model for our own submission to God, especially at the time of death. In fact, many Christians have used these very words in their dying hour. Stephen used them when he was stoned by the Sanhedrin, except that instead of praying to the Father, he cried out to Jesus himself: “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (Acts 7:59). There have been many other examples throughout church history: Polycarp, who was martyred in the days of the early church; Bernard, who preached in the Middle Ages; Martin Luther and Philipp Melanchthon, who led the Protestant Reformation—the list goes on and on. These very words were on the lips of the Czech reformer John Hus when he was burned at the stake.9


  This is the way for every believer to die well: by entrusting ourselves entirely to God, through faith in Jesus Christ. When Jesus put his spirit into the Father’s hands, he was expressing full confidence that death was not the end for him. He believed that there was life beyond the grave; his spirit would survive. Therefore, Jesus rested complete trust in his Father for death and for everything that would come afterwards. From the end of the cross he could see the light of the empty tomb. He knew the Father had always promised to raise his body from the grave, and that this would happen on the third day. In the meantime, he entrusted his soul to the Father. His last words in life were his first words for going home to the Father.10 So he said, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” 


  This confidence was well placed, as we will see when we get to Luke 24 and look inside the empty tomb. Where is your confidence? Have you made the prayer that Jesus made? Are you able to say what the apostle Paul said: “I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day” (2 Tim. 1:12 niv). Do you know for sure that you are safe in God’s hands, that when you die you will go home to the Father? 


  We do not need to wait until death to have this confidence. We can submit our spirit to God right now, asking the Father to receive us for the sake of the Son, on the basis of his sacrifice for our sins. Like Jesus, we may entrust our lives to the Father for death and everything that comes afterwards. Then we can keep using the words of his last prayer every night at bedtime, or whenever we are anxious or afraid, or even for the last prayer we make before dying: “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” 
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 DEAD AND BURIED

  Luke 23:50–56  


  Then he took it down and wrapped it in a linen shroud and laid him in a tomb cut in stone, where no one had ever yet been laid. (Luke 23:53) 


  One of the many masterpieces in New York’s Frick Collection is “The Deposition” by Gerard David, who was one of the leading Flemish artists of the Renaissance. David’s painting dramatically portrays the removal of Christ’s body from the cross and includes all of the central characters in that sad moment from the Gospels. Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea are there, wearing the elegant robes that signify their high office and gently bringing the lifeless body of their Lord down a ladder from the cross. These noblemen are surrounded by a group of weeping women, including Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus, who is supported by the arm of John the Evangelist as she kisses the hand of her son. 


  The mood of the painting is intensely somber. Gloomy clouds hang over the cross and the surrounding countryside. Tears glisten on John’s cheek. Mary Magdalene is in a posture of grief as she sadly wipes her eye with the back of her hand. The ground is dusty and gray, like the ashes to which our mortal bodies will go when they return to dust. There are bones underfoot, including a broken skull—the symbol of death. At the center of all the sadness is the cold and lifeless corpse of the Son of God. 


  On closer examination, David’s painting reveals one detail that seems especially out of place. Looking past Mary Magdalene, the observer spies a windmill on a green hill far in the distance. This is historically inaccurate: there were no windmills near Jerusalem in the time of Christ. Instead, David located the painting somewhere in his own native landscape, where windmills dotted the countryside. He did this to testify to an important truth: the crucifixion is something that actually happened in the same world where we live. For Gerard David this meant the world that includes windmills; for us it is the world of high-speed Internet and high-rise condominiums. But either way, the point is the same: Jesus the Christ really and truly died, and then he was buried, in the world of space and time. 


  

  

 

HOW JESUS WAS BURIED 

  The report Luke gives of this indisputable historical fact is simple and straightforward. After saying his prayers to the Father, Jesus “breathed his last” (Luke 23:46). Death came to him, as it comes to any man, with one final exhalation of the lungs. With one last gasp he surrendered his body unto death and his spirit unto God. 


  Soon preparations were made for his burial, as Luke describes: 


  Now there was a man named Joseph, from the Jewish town of Arimathea. He was a member of the council, a good and righteous man, who had not consented to their decision and action; and he was looking for the kingdom of God. This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Then he took it down and wrapped it in a linen shroud and laid him in a tomb cut in stone, where no one had ever yet been laid. (Luke 23:50–53) 


  


  After obtaining the necessary permissions, Joseph of Arimathea drew the nails from the cross, lowered the body of Jesus to the ground, gently wrapped him in clean linen, and laid him in a virgin tomb. This burial is an article of the Christian faith. It is part of the apostolic preaching of the gospel that the Christ who died for our sins was also buried (1 Cor. 15:3–4). It is also something Christians confess in the words of the Apostles’ Creed: he “was crucified, dead, and buried.” The significance of this fact is that it confirms the reality of the death of Jesus Christ. There is no question here of him simply swooning on the cross and then recovering in the tomb, as some have tried to argue, however desperately. No, Jesus was actually dead, and therefore needed to be buried. 


  The death of Jesus was carefully confirmed by the soldiers responsible for his execution. John tells us that the legs of the other victims were broken to hasten their demise, but that this was unnecessary for Jesus because he was dead already (John 19:31–33). Furthermore, when one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, blood and water came out (John 19:34). In medical terms, this was “an effusion of blood into the pericardium”—a telltale sign of death.1


  Still, when Joseph of Arimathea first went to Pontius Pilate to ask for the body, the governor was hesitant. According to Mark, “Pilate was surprised to hear that he should have already died.” So before he issued the death certificate, the governor wanted some more information: “And summoning the centurion, he asked him whether he was already dead. And when he learned from the centurion that he was dead, he granted the corpse to Joseph” (Mark 15:44–45). Jesus was buried for the obvious reason that he was really and truly dead. 


  

  

 

THREE GREAT DOCTRINES IN THE DEATH OF JESUS 

  The death of Jesus has practical and theological significance for our salvation. It is not simply his sufferings on the cross that save us, but the cold reality of his physical death. “This is an essential point,” said Charles Spurgeon, “for if Jesus did not die, he has made no atonement for sin. If he died not, then he rose not; and if he rose not, then your faith is vain, ye are yet in your sins.”2


  The death of Jesus is a gospel fact with doctrinal and practical implications. As far as doctrine is concerned, the death of Jesus helps us to know for sure three great doctrines of the Christian faith: the incarnation, the atonement, and the resurrection. 


  First, the death of Jesus was the proof of his incarnation. The doctrine of the incarnation simply teaches that Jesus Christ is both man and God, that he is human as well as divine. His humanity is proven by his death, because in order for Jesus to die, he had to be a real human being of flesh and blood mortality. Luke has shown us the humanity of Jesus all the way through his Gospel, from the manger in Bethlehem to the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus of Nazareth was a real man with a genuine body and a true human soul. But what clearer or stronger proof of his humanity could there be than the fact that he died? 


  Death is the lowest common denominator of human experience. Nothing proclaims the frailty of our human condition as powerfully as a corpse. Dust we are, and to the dust we will return. So when Joseph of Arimathea took the body of Jesus down from the cross, he was holding the dust of death. It was a body that had weight to it, that had recently been alive, as anyone could see from the dried blood on its hands, its feet, and its side. Joseph felt cold skin and firm bones as he wrapped the body in pure linen—that is how real it was. It was the human body of the divine Son of God, whose incarnation is proved in the way he came down from the cross. 


  Second, the death of Jesus is the payment for our atonement. It is not the incarnation alone that saves us (God becoming a man), but also the atonement of the incarnate Christ (the God-man dying for our sins). 


  To understand this, we have to go all the way back to the very beginning, to something God said in the Garden of Eden: if the man ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil he would surely die (Gen. 2:17). But of course Adam did eat from the fruit of that forbidden tree, and death has been the unavoidable, inescapable result ever since. According to the justice of God, the wages of sin really is death (Rom. 6:23). But if that is true, then why did Jesus die? For if there is one thing we know from his life (especially from his trial), it is that Jesus never committed a single sin. What, then, is the explanation for his death and burial? 


  The explanation is that Jesus was dying in our place, making payment for our sins. If the wages of sin is death, then Jesus could satisfy the full demand of justice only by dying. In order to secure our salvation, it was not enough for him to live the perfectly righteous life that we could never offer to God. It was not even enough for him to suffer for our sins, languishing on the cross. He had to suffer unto death, and in doing so, to make full atonement for sin. 


  J. C. Ryle celebrated the death and burial of Jesus by saying: “For ever let us bless God that our great Redeemer’s death is a fact beyond all dispute. The centurion who stood by the cross, the friends who took out the nails, and laid the body in the grave, the women who stood by and beheld, the priests who sealed up the grave, the soldiers who guarded the sepulcher, all, all are witnesses that Jesus actually was dead.” Then Bishop Ryle went on to explain why this is something to celebrate: “The great sacrifice was really offered. The life of the Lamb was actually taken away. The penalty due to sin, has actually been discharged by our Divine Substitute. Sinners believing in Jesus may hope and not be afraid. In themselves they are guilty. But Christ hath died for the ungodly; and their debt is now completely paid.”3


  The death of Jesus was the full payment for sin. This explains why, when the prophets spoke about Jesus and his saving work, they invariably testified to his death. When David sang the song of the suffering Christ, he said, “you lay me in the dust of death” (Ps. 22:15). When Isaiah prophesied about the coming salvation, he said that the Suffering Servant “was cut off out of the land of the living. . . . they made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man in his death” (Isa. 53:8–9). The apostles spoke the same way in the New Testament. “We were reconciled to God by the death of his Son,” Paul said to the Romans (Rom. 5:10). Or to the Corinthians: “he died for all” (2 Cor. 5:15). According to Hebrews, it is “through death” that our Savior has delivered us from the power of death and our slavery to sin (Heb. 2:14–15). The apostles and prophets were always saying, “We believe that Jesus died” (1 Thess. 4:14). 


  When we say we believe that Jesus died, we are saying we believe that he died for us, so that we could be delivered from the wrath of God against our sin. There was a powerful example of this kind of substitution during the 2006 massacre of ten schoolgirls at the West Nickel Mines Amish School in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. When it became apparent what was about to happen that ghastly morning, Marian Fisher turned to her killer and said, “Shoot me and leave the other ones loose.”4 The girl was only thirteen, but she was ready to die so that others could live. She learned this from Jesus, who gave his life for us, saying, “Crucify me and leave the other ones loose.” 


  Since Jesus died for others, it seems appropriate that he was also buried in someone else’s tomb. This true fact from the Gospels made a deep impression on Maximus of Turin, who said, “Let us see why they placed the Savior in someone else’s grave instead of his own. They placed him in another person’s grave because he died for the salvation of others. . . . Death did not just happen to him, but it benefited us. Why should he . . . have his own grave?”5 Jesus would not be using it for very long anyway, so why not borrow another man’s tomb? Everything he ever did was for others, up to and including his death. It was for us that he died, and for us that he was buried. 


  Then Jesus rose again, which is a third great doctrine of the Christian faith that his death and burial help us to know for sure. The death of Jesus was not only the proof of his incarnation and the payment for our atonement, but also the prerequisite for the resurrection. Jesus had to die before he or anyone else could be raised again. 


  This is only logical: in order for someone to be raised from the dead, he has to be dead to begin with! There could be no Easter Sunday without Good Friday, no resurrection without the crucifixion, and no empty tomb without the death and the burial of Jesus. Thus what happens in Luke 23 is the prerequisite for what happens in chapter 24. 


  We need to be careful not to get ahead of ourselves here. In order to experience the full joy of the risen Christ we first have to experience the heavy sorrow of his dark tomb. Yet even as we consider this awful reality, Luke is preparing us for what will happen next. Notice that in the providence of God, Jesus was buried by himself, in an empty tomb (Luke 23:53). This is significant because it meant that his resurrection could be confirmed.6 In those days it was uncommon for anyone to be buried alone. Most tombs contained more than one body. But in this case the body of Jesus was the only body in the grave. Therefore there could be no confusion about which body belonged to him, and therefore no doubt about his coming back to life. 


  Luke also informs us that “the women who had come with him from Galilee followed and saw the tomb and how his body was laid” (Luke 23:55). This too is significant, because it proves that this was not a case of mistaken identity. The women who came back on the third day knew exactly which tomb to visit, and exactly where the body had been laid. So when they found the tomb totally empty, there was only one reasonable explanation: Jesus had triumphed over death by rising from the grave. 


  The hope of our own resurrection depends on this gospel fact. The one great question everyone has about life is what will happen at death. This is why the ancient pharaohs built their grandiose pyramids in the desert, and why some people have their bodies stored in ice. They are grasping for some guarantee of life after death. In fact, the only guarantee is the risen Christ. But we can know for sure that Jesus rose again only if we also know that he was actually dead and buried. Once we do know this, we never need to worry again about what will happen when we die. Because Jesus has gone into the grave ahead of us, he can lead us out again and on to eternal life. 


  

  

 

THE COURAGE OF NOBLE MEN 

  So far we have considered some of the doctrinal implications of the death and burial of Jesus—a gospel fact of the Christian faith that helps us to understand the incarnation, the atonement, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. But what are some of the practical implications of his death and burial? 


  One way to answer this question is to consider the courage of the noble men and the compassion of the gentle women who buried Jesus. Luke’s simple account of what these people did touches the heart of anyone who loves Jesus and wants to serve him. In his study of this passage, Norval Geldenhuys comments that “The Gospel narrative of Jesus’ passion ends on a note of exceptional beauty in the description of His burial. For in it we see how the dead body of the Savior, from the time that it was removed from the rough cross by hands of affection, was cared for by no other hands than those of His faithful followers.”7


  Surprisingly enough, one of those faithful followers was Joseph of Arimathea. This is surprising because up until now this distinguished gentleman had never publicly identified himself with the cause of Christ. In fact, John tells us that Joseph “was a disciple of Jesus, but secretly for fear of the Jews” (John 19:38), meaning his colleagues on the high council of the Jewish community. Luke identifies him not only as a member of the Sanhedrin, but as “a good and righteous man” who “was looking for the kingdom of God,” and “who had not consented to their decision and action” (Luke 23:50–51). Joseph of Arimathea was a conscientious objector: he had never agreed that Jesus should be crucified. 


  Now Joseph had a choice to make—a choice that turned out to be essential to the plan of salvation. Ordinarily the Romans left the bodies of their victims to rot upon their crosses. This was something Joseph decided he would do everything in his power to prevent. In his heart he knew that the disfigured body of Jesus deserved the dignity of a decent burial. So, refusing to let his Lord suffer any further dishonor, Joseph “went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus” (Luke 23:52). 


  This was an audacious request. Private individuals did not go around taking bodies down from crosses—it simply wasn’t done (not without permission, at any rate). In fact, Mark tells us that Joseph “took courage” when he went to Pilate (Mark 15:43). It took some courage, because ordinarily no one would want to have anything to do with the corpse from a crucifixion. This was especially true for someone as wealthy as Joseph of Arimathea, who had such a high position that he could get a private audience with the governor. Why would a man like him even think of touching a body on a cross? 


  Consider how costly this was for Joseph. It would cost him his money—the finest linen and “his own new tomb, which he had cut in the rock” (Matt. 27:60). It would cost him his reputation. By taking Jesus down from the cross and burying him in his own personal tomb, he was deliberately and publicly identifying himself with someone convicted as a criminal. This could very well cost him the career it had taken a lifetime to build. How could he go back to his friends in the Sanhedrin, once everyone knew how boldly he had rejected their verdict? 


  Yet Joseph had the courage of his convictions. The time had come for him to stop being a secret disciple and to start making a public profession of his faith. He understood that even though his faith in Jesus was personal, it could not remain private. Here is how David Gooding explains what Joseph was thinking: 


  If . . . Jesus was the Messiah, it was not enough simply to protest that his execution was unjust. Joseph realized that both logic and loyalty demanded that he confess his faith in the truth of Jesus’ claim and publicly associate himself with Jesus now in this moment of his profound humiliation, if he wanted to be owned by Christ at his exaltation, whenever and however that exaltation should be brought about.8


  


  It was at the cross where Joseph took his stand, confessing Jesus in his death. He had been looking for the kingdom of God, and now he had found it, in the body of the royal Messiah who died for his sins. So with noble courage and gentle affection, Joseph gave honor to his Lord by wrapping his body in a linen shroud and respectfully laying it to rest, thus fulfilling Isaiah’s ancient prophecy that the Savior would be buried in a rich man’s tomb (see Isa. 53:9). 


  By burying Jesus, Joseph of Arimathea became an example for every believer to follow. Have you taken your stand with Jesus at the cross? Are you willing to be identified with the Savior who died for you, no matter what the cost? Do you have the courage of your convictions, or is your Christianity more or less a secret? 


  It is one thing to praise God in church, but another thing to proclaim him out in the community. Do not be so concerned about your reputation that you fail to tell your friends what you really believe. Do not be so ambitious to advance your career that you compromise your commitment to Christ in your art, your schoolwork, or your business. Do not be so jealous to protect everything you have gained in life that you will not give up what you need to give up for the glory of God. Stop being a secret disciple and stand with Jesus at the cross. Indeed, it is always at the cross where Christians stand with Christ, sharing in the offense of his crucifixion and serving him by proclaiming the message of the cross to a world lost in sin. 


  

  

 

THE COMPASSION OF GENTLE WOMEN 

  If Joseph is an example of noble courage, then the women who watched him bury Jesus are an example of gentle compassion. Here is how Luke begins to tell us their story: “It was the day of Preparation, and the Sabbath was beginning. The women who had come with him from Galilee followed and saw the tomb and how his body was laid. Then they returned and prepared spices and ointments. On the Sabbath they rested according to the commandment” (Luke 23:54–56). 


  These women had traveled with Jesus from Galilee and had supported him throughout his public ministry (see Mark 15:40–41; Luke 8:1–3). In sharp contrast to the disciples, who by this point had abandoned Jesus completely (see Mark 14:50), they stayed at the cross until the very end. Like Joseph, they wanted to honor Jesus by making sure he received the burial that he deserved. But unlike Joseph, they did not have the power to accomplish their hearts’ desire. They had neither the connections to gain custody of his body nor the resources to bury that body in a tomb. So they lingered at the cross, maybe even praying that God would provide a way for them to do one last thing for Jesus. 


  How amazed they must have been to see Joseph of Arimathea take Jesus down from the cross—someone they never expected, doing something they never expected him to do. Cautiously they followed him to see exactly where he would lay the body of their Lord. Then they went home to prepare the spices and ointments they would need (or so they thought) to complete the embalming process that Joseph had only just begun. The women worked swiftly, finishing their preparations before the approaching Sabbath. Then they rested, keeping the commandment of their God. 


  Everything these women did commends their godly character. They recognized the dignity of the human body, even at the time of death. They were careful to honor God with a day of worship and rest. If ever there was an exception to the fourth commandment, it would have been on this day (the last Sabbath for the people of God before the coming of the Lord’s day with the resurrection) and for this reason (to honor the body of the Son of God). But the closest disciples of Jesus Christ were serious about keeping the Sabbath. In doing so, they were simply following the teaching and example of their Lord, who loved to be in his Father’s house every week for worship. This is one of the ways they honored God: by resting on his holy day. 


  It is hard to find women or men with this kind of character today. Most people in our culture would rather not have anything to do with death at all. They certainly do not have any intention of setting aside one whole day for God. According to Time magazine’s Nancy Gibbs, “Over time, Sunday has gone from a day we could do only a very few things to the only day we can do just about anything we want. The U.S. is too diverse, our lives too busy, our economy too global and our appetites too vast to lose a whole day that could be spent working or playing or power shopping.”9


  The women who lingered at the cross and followed Joseph to the tomb had stronger character. Though they were grieving with deep sorrow, they were not so overwhelmed by their emotions that they forgot to honor God with holy rest. In their passionate love for Jesus, they were prepared to dignify his death with the honor of a full and proper burial. 


  I remember a time when there was a death in the family—the death of my sister’s only daughter. Our grief was heavy, and there was nothing much that anyone could do. Then I saw a little girl I love as much as anyone in the world busily making something with her hands to give to my sister—a simple gift of sympathy for a grieving mother. With gentle compassion the little girl was busily doing just what needed to be done. I could see then what kind of woman she was becoming. She was like the women who saw Jesus in the tomb and went home to prepare spices. With gentle compassion she would do whatever beautiful, sensible thing she could do for Jesus. 


  In this world of many sorrows, what will you do for Jesus, who loves you so much that he was crucified, dead, and buried for your salvation? The noble men and gentle women—not to mention the boys and girls—who love Jesus do everything they can to show his love and share his compassion. 
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 ON THE THIRD DAY

  Luke 24:1–12  


  “He is not here, but has risen. Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men and be crucified and on the third day rise.” (Luke 24:6–7) 


  The gospel is the good news about Jesus Christ: his life, his death, and his resurrection. The gospel promises that if we believe in Jesus, all our sins will be forgiven and we will live with God forever. This good news centers on the person and the work of Jesus Christ. We see this very clearly in the Gospel of Luke, which is all about Jesus from beginning to end. 


  Already in the opening verses, Luke announced his intention to give “certainty concerning the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:4), meaning the things taught about Jesus. He proceeded to report the miraculous circumstances surrounding the birth of Jesus Christ, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the virgin Mary. Then, after a few brief stories about his childhood—stories that begin to show his saving work as the divine Son of God—Luke recounted the main events in his earthly ministry. As we have studied this Gospel, we have heard Jesus preach the kingdom of God and we have seen him perform many miracles of healing and deliverance. Jesus is the center of everything that happens in the Gospel of Luke: calling disciples, teaching parables, rebuking religious leaders, calming storms, casting out demons, healing diseases, and feeding multitudes. Then, in the last week of his life, Jesus was betrayed, arrested, tried, condemned, and crucified. His living presence dominates every page of Luke’s Gospel. 


  Until we get to chapter 24, that is. Here we find Jesus conspicuous by his absence. It is now the third day since he was crucified, dead, and buried—the day he said that he would rise from the dead. So Christ has risen. Yet in the opening verses of this chapter he is nowhere to be found—at least not in his bodily presence. Why not? If this is the day Jesus rose from the dead, then why don’t we see him here, as we do everywhere else in this Gospel? If Luke wants us to know Jesus for sure, then why don’t we see him raised from the dead? 


  

  

 

WHAT THE WOMEN FOUND 

  To understand why Jesus seems to be missing, we need to see what the women found when they went to the empty tomb, what the angel said to them there, and how people responded, whether in faith or unbelief. 


  We begin with the little group of women who were the last people to leave the cross and the first to arrive at the empty tomb. At the end of chapter 23 these women still had some unfinished business to attend to. They had watched Joseph of Arimathea take the lifeless body of Jesus down from the cross and then lay him in an unused tomb. Taking careful note of where the body was laid, they quickly went home to prepare the spices needed for a full and proper burial. Then they took their Sabbath rest, waiting one holy day before paying their last respects to the teacher they loved. 


  The women never finished their task, however. They went back to the tomb the following day, which was the first day of the week (and also, as it turned out, the first Lord’s day for the resurrection people of God). A surprise was waiting for them: “But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they went to the tomb, taking the spices they had prepared. And they found the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they went in they did not find the body of the Lord Jesus” (Luke 24:1–3). 


  “At early dawn” is a striking expression. When these women set out on their errand of mercy, it was not simply dawn, but early dawn—what one scholar translates as “deep earliness,”1 or what people in the military call BMNT (“Before Morning Nautical Twilight”). This indicates how eager these women were to finish their task. In the providence of God, there had not been time to complete the burial process on the day Jesus was crucified. This was an important part of God’s plan because it drew the women back to his tomb. All during the long Sabbath between Good Friday and Easter Sunday they waited to finish their task, and when the time came, they left the house at the earliest possible instant. 


  The women expected to find the dead body of Jesus. When last they saw him he was as dead as could be, and naturally they assumed that death was the end of his earthly existence. To reparaphrase Mark Antony in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, they had not come to praise their Lord, but to bury him. Thus it never occurred to them that his body would be anywhere except the place where they had seen it laid to rest. 


  Imagine how shocked they must have been to enter the tomb and find the body missing! For anyone who knows how this story ends—with Jesus triumphing over death through the resurrection of his body—it is hard to appreciate the full extent of their surprise. Kent Hughes reminds us that “As we consider the state of the Galilean women, we must not let our knowledge of the glorious revelation that awaited them dull us to the dark sackcloth covering these women’s souls. They were depressed, exhausted, mourning, with no hope whatsoever.”2 When they discovered that the body was gone, this could only add bitter sorrow to their sad distress. It was the shock of their lives—the aftershock that followed the earthquake of the crucifixion. The Jesus who was crucified, dead, and buried had now disappeared. 


  Luke tells us that “they were perplexed about this” (Luke 24:4). They were at a total loss. It simply did not make any sense to them; they could not explain it. Why did Jesus die the way that he died, suffering the dark reproach of the cross? How could someone so alive end up dead? Where was the body they had seen buried? 


  Although the women did not know the answers to these questions, there were hints all around them. Miraculously, the stone had been rolled away from the tomb, leaving the house of death door-less. Even more remarkably, the body was not in the tomb. These were the first intimations of the resurrection, that Jesus has been raised from the dead. For us there is a further hint in the title Luke gives to Jesus in verse 3, where he calls him “Lord.” This is one of the specific titles of the risen Christ, for it is by his resurrection that Jesus is declared to be the Lord (see Acts 2:36). Even though Luke has not yet shown us that Jesus is alive, already he is expressing the joy of the resurrection and cannot help but confess that Jesus is Lord. 


  The women were not ready to say this yet. They were still distressed and perplexed. All they could see was that the body of Jesus was not where they expected it to be. What the women found is that they could not find Jesus. 


  

  WHAT THE ANGELS SAID 

  The women also found some angels at the empty tomb, and their words help us understand why Jesus is missing from this passage: “While they were perplexed about this, behold, two men stood by them in dazzling apparel. And as they were frightened and bowed their faces to the ground, the men said to them, ‘Why do you seek the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen’” (Luke 23:4–6). 


  Angels are the holy messengers of God. When they appear to human beings (which does not happen often), they are usually robed in radiant splendor. Here they were resplendent in white and shining robes—what Luke calls “dazzling apparel.” Understandably, the women were awestruck (as people generally are when they encounter angels), so they bowed down to worship. 


  Then the angels gave them a mild rebuke, which was phrased in the form of a question: “Why do you seek the living among the dead?” This was the angels’ gentle way of saying that the women were operating on the basis of a faulty assumption. They assumed that Jesus was dead, which is why they were at the tomb so early in the morning, carrying the oils and the spices for his embalming. They believed that Jesus was still buried, and therefore they were looking to find him among the dead. 


  They were on the wrong premises because they had the wrong premise! Jesus was no longer dead at all, but alive, and there is no sense looking for someone where he is not to be found. “He is not here,” the angels said, “but has risen” (Luke 24:6). Jesus was not dead, but alive, and therefore this was the wrong place to look for him. “He is the Living One,” wrote Norval Geldenhuys, “yes, even Life itself, so how can they seek Him among the dead? No bonds of grave or death could keep Him bound, and it is the spontaneous outcome of His whole being as perfect Man and Son of God, that, after He had accomplished full expiation through His suffering and sacrificial death, He arose from the dead in triumph.”3


  When we say that Jesus rose from the dead, we are referring to his bodily resurrection. We are not merely saying that Jesus is alive in our minds, our hearts, or our memories. Nor are we simply saying that his soul is immortal. On the contrary, we are dealing with the objective facts and the physical reality of what happened to a dead man’s body. The physical body of Jesus was raised from death to life by the power of God. This was not simply a case of resuscitation: the coming back to life of a mortal body that would die again. Rather, it was a physical resurrection: the raising of Jesus Christ to the immortal splendor of a body that could never die again. 


  God sent the angels to say: Jesus is alive! He knew that the women would be in the wrong place on the first Easter morning, looking for the living among the dead. So he graciously sent messengers to tell them the good news of the gospel. God often does this: even when we go to the wrong place, he is there ahead of us, pointing us back in the right direction. In this case, the angels were at the tomb to say that although Jesus had been in the grave, he is not in the grave any longer. In the words of one poet: “And all alone, alone, alone / He rose again behind the stone.”4


  How could the women know that this was true? As far as they were concerned, Jesus was still missing. How could they believe in the resurrection of his body unless they could see Jesus with their own eyes? More importantly, how can we believe this? Harvard Professor Ernest Wright correctly has said, “In biblical faith everything depends upon whether the central events actually occurred or not.”5 If this is true, then how can we know for sure that Jesus really did rise from the dead? 


  This question was raised in a fresh way by the February 2007 announcement that the caskets of Jesus and other members of his family had been discovered at a burial cave in a Jerusalem suburb.6 According to James Cameron, who produced a documentary film on the subject, DNA evidence would prove that this was, in fact, the burial cave of the family of Jesus of Nazareth. Two thousand years after the fact, someone was finally claiming to have found the remains of Jesus (which of course the Jewish Sanhedrin would have done anything to produce at the time Christ was crucified, thereby disproving the resurrection and discrediting the apostles!). 


  What is the best way to respond to such a direct attack on the veracity of the gospel? Some Christians answer by giving evidence for the resurrection.7 There is a place for this approach in the practice of apologetics, both as a way of confirming the faith and casting doubt on unbelief, if not actually convincing people of the truth of the gospel. The very fact of the empty tomb is evidence that demands a verdict. The body of Jesus was dead, having been crucified. Then it disappeared from the very tomb where it was buried. This was widely known and accepted in the days after Christ was crucified. No one could say that Jesus was still in the grave because the grave was vacant. Furthermore, the body that disappeared was the very body that was crucified. This historical fact—the absence of his body from the empty tomb—joins the crucifixion to the resurrection and helps to confirm that Jesus rose from the dead.8


  Yet this is not how the angels tried to convince the women at the empty tomb. They did not try to reason on the basis of the physical evidence. Nor did they make a case for Christ by refuting alternative explanations for what happened to the missing body. Instead, the angels simply told these women—and us—to remember what Jesus said: “Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of Man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men and be crucified and on the third day rise” (Luke 24:6–7). We are to believe in the resurrection on the basis of what Jesus said. The empty tomb is not self-explanatory. There is a word that explains the deed, and this word is the gospel message that Jesus not only died, but also rose again with a glorious and everlasting body that would never die again. 


  The angels told the women to remember the prophecies Jesus made of his death, burial, and resurrection. Immediately after Peter confessed that he was the Christ of God, 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 on the third day be raised” (Luke 9:22; cf. 9:44). We find the same thing in chapter 18: “For he will be delivered over to the Gentiles and . . . after flogging him, they will kill him, and on the third day he will rise” (Luke 18:32–33; cf. 17:25). Everything happened just the way that Jesus said. The words of his prophecies all came true. He was crucified, dead, and buried. 


  Now it was the third day—the day Jesus promised to rise from the grave. Indeed, this was the day when he must rise from the grave, for the earlier promises of the gospel expressed a divine compulsion. Therefore, when the women saw the empty tomb, they should have known that Jesus was alive from the dead. The reason they were perplexed was that they did not yet believe what Jesus said. This is often the case: unless and until we believe in the Word of God, life is all too perplexing. But when we do believe, everything starts to fall into place. 


  This explains why Jesus is “missing” from this passage. The risen Christ does not make a personal, physical appearance until later in the chapter. The other Gospels all show Jesus appearing to Mary Magdalene and others in the garden.9 Luke first shows us the empty tomb and only later shows us the risen Christ. He does this to repeat and therefore to emphasize the gospel prophecy that Jesus would rise from the dead on the third day. So although Jesus may not be in this passage, his word certainly is. 


  This is how we know for sure: by believing the gospel promise that Jesus died and rose again. We have not yet seen Jesus in his resurrection body, any more than the women saw him when they went into the empty tomb. But we have heard the gospel word, which should be enough for us, as it should have been enough for them. Remember what Jesus said: he would be crucified to atone for our sins and raised to give us eternal life. If we believe this, God will forgive our sins, raise our body from the grave, and give us everlasting joy. 


  

  

 

HOW THE DISCIPLES RESPONDED 

  How did people respond to this saving message of the gospel? We have seen what the women found (and failed to find) at the empty tomb. We have also heard what the angels said. How should we respond to their message of the cross and the empty tomb? 


  The women responded in faith: “And they remembered his words, and returning from the tomb they told all these things to the eleven and to all the rest. Now it was Mary Magdalene and Joanna and Mary the mother of James and the other women with them who told these things to the apostles” (Luke 24:8–10). 


  These godly women had followed Jesus almost from the beginning. They had supported him throughout his earthly ministry. They had heard his teaching, and therefore could remember what he said. As soon as they remembered his words, they were no longer perplexed. They understood why the tomb was empty: Jesus was not among the dead, but among the living. He had risen from the grave! 


  This was the best of all possible news. It meant that they would see Jesus again. It meant that God had won the total victory over sin and death. It meant that when they died, they would live again with God. Such news was too good to keep to themselves. Immediately they went and found the eleven remaining disciples and all the other followers of Christ. They testified to what they had seen and heard, and thus they became, as Augustine said, “the first preachers of the resurrection.”10


  This is the way to respond to the resurrection, by remembering what Jesus said, believing what Jesus did, and then telling other people about it. We are called to be showers and tellers of the resurrection. Another word for this is evangelism. We do not seek to compel anyone to become a Christian by force, but we do announce the saving message that Jesus died and rose again, and that simply by believing in him anyone may have eternal life. 


  But we do need to make this announcement! It is only by gospel words that anyone ever comes to faith in Jesus Christ. In a little booklet called A Shy Person’s Guide to the Practice of Evangelism, Steven Bonsey writes, “Let’s pretend that you are someone who might be willing, in theory, at some point, possibly, to consider maybe doing something that, while not ‘evangelism’-type evangelism, still could be in some way construed as a sort of sharing of hope. Kind of.”11 Obviously, Bonsey is having a little fun at the expense of those of us who are timid in our evangelism. But even if we do not always feel comfortable talking to other people about Jesus, we should follow the example of the women at the empty tomb. Using simple words, they told their friends about Jesus and the resurrection. 


  At first the apostles did not believe a word of it. They did not respond in faith, but in unbelief, for the words of the women “seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them” (Luke 24:11). What the women said about the empty tomb and about Jesus rising from the dead sounded like unintelligible nonsense. In fact, the Greek word for “idle tale” (lēros) “is applied in medicinal language to the wild talk of the sick in delirium.”12 The disciples thought that the women were out of their minds—that their emotional response to the death of Jesus had overpowered their reason. They simply did not believe that Jesus had risen from the dead. 


  The same thing still happens today. Many people think that the Bible is a fairy tale. They do not believe that Jesus was crucified to pay for the guilt of our sins, and they certainly do not believe that he came back to life. They are like the people Jesus described in the story of the rich man and Lazarus, who would not even believe in God if they saw someone rise from the dead (see Luke 16:31). 


  How encouraging it is to see that the disciples of Jesus were just as skeptical. At first they did not believe in the resurrection either, but later they came through their doubts to give a strong testimony of faith in Jesus Christ. In fact, they became so committed to Christ that they kept preaching his gospel even when they were persecuted, most of them unto death. 


  This gives us reason to hope that many of the people we love and pray for will come to Christ. Like the disciples, they may still come through their unbelief and into faith in Jesus Christ. This also encourages us in our doubts. If we are not yet sure that Jesus rose from the dead, we can still hope that God will grant us the gift of faith so that we may believe in Jesus and be saved. 


  Anyone who doubts the resurrection would be wise to follow the example of Peter. When the rest of the disciples could not believe what the women were saying, Peter went to check things out for himself. He “rose and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; and he went home marveling at what had happened” (Luke 24:12). 


  Running ahead like this was typical of Peter. He was a man of action, who sometimes said things and did things somewhat impulsively. But running to the tomb was the right thing to do. When Peter heard the first news of the resurrection, he wanted to investigate for himself. Was it really true? Did Jesus rise from the dead? Is there solid hope of a bodily resurrection for everyone who believes in him? Is there any chance, Peter must have wondered, that someone who denied the Christ might still be forgiven? 


  When Peter saw the empty tomb (or the almost empty tomb: Luke tells us that the linen cloths were lying there), he still wasn’t sure. The word “marveling” (thaumazōn) expresses astonishment and amazement without indicating whether Peter understood the full implications of what he was seeing. Maybe he was still thinking things through. But he would not stop thinking things through until he was sure he understood what God wanted him to know about Jesus. 


  

  

 

A WORD THAT DEMANDS FAITH 

  Have you carefully considered the claims of Christ? Have you honestly investigated the empty tomb, as Peter did, to find out whether Jesus rose from the dead? Sadly, some people refuse to take the trouble. J. B. Phillips lamented: 


  Over the years I have had hundreds of conversations with people, many of them of higher intellectual caliber than my own, who quite obviously had no idea of what Christianity is really about. I was in no case trying to catch them out; I was simply and gently trying to find out what they knew about the New Testament. My conclusion was that they knew virtually nothing. This I find pathetic and somewhat horrifying. It means that the most important Event in human history is politely and quietly by-passed. For it is not as though the evidence had been examined and found unconvincing: it had simply never been examined.13


  


  Will you examine the evidence? In his Gospel, Luke has written an orderly, reliable, eyewitness historical account of the life and death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. His report challenges us to reach our own decision as to whether Jesus is among the living or the dead. 


  There are many good reasons to believe that Jesus is alive. There is the evidence of history, starting with the empty tomb itself. Where did Jesus’ body go if it did not rise from the grave and ascend to heaven? There is also the existence of the church. How did the first Christians recover from their despair over the death of Jesus so quickly and change the world in so many ways if not by the power of the risen Christ? Then there is the worship of the church on Sunday. Why did Christians ever begin worshiping on the first day of the week, if not because this is the day that Jesus rose from the dead? 


  Consider as well the testimony of the people we meet in the Gospels. There is the witness of the women, who were the first to see the empty tomb, and also the testimony of the apostles, who did not believe at first, but later took the gospel of Jesus all over the world. There is also the proclamation of Peter, who stood up a few weeks later to preach that God raised the crucified Christ, “loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it” (Acts 2:24). Beyond all this, we have the witness of the rest of the New Testament, that Jesus “was raised” (Rom. 8:34), that he “was raised on the third day” (1 Cor. 15:4), that he was “raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor. 15:20). Therefore, we are “born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3). 


  But even if you do not find any of this evidence fully persuasive, will you at least believe the true words of Jesus Christ, who is a faithful prophet and the divine Son of God? Jesus said that he would be crucified, dead, and buried, and that on the third day he would rise again. Do you believe his words, or not? 


  Some people think it would be easier to believe in Jesus if they could go back and see the empty tomb for themselves. But the men and the women who did see the empty tomb struggled with spiritual doubt as much as anyone. They did not believe at first, but only came to believe later on. When they believed, it was because they believed the same words of Jesus that we have been given. At first they did not see the risen Christ, any more than we have seen them. But they remembered his words—the same words that Luke put in his Gospel so that we would know Jesus for sure. 


  It all comes back to the gospel words of Jesus. The risen Christ may not be in this passage, but his testimony is, and therefore we have as much reason to believe as anyone. 


  According to the word of the gospel, Jesus is not among the dead, but among the living. He was crucified for the forgiveness of all our sins. His sacrifice has been accepted by God and now he has risen from the grave. Death is not the end for us, but by faith we have the free gift of eternal life. Now the resurrection body of the Lord Jesus Christ is at the right hand of God the Father in heaven, shining in glory and ruling the universe. One day soon he will raise us up to be with him forever, to the glory of God. 
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 ON THE GOSPEL ROAD

  Luke 24:13–27  


  That very day two of them were going to a village named Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem. . . . And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself. (Luke 24:13, 27) 


  If you could travel back in time to witness any event in biblical history, which event would you choose? Some people would go back to the creation of the world to see the first ray of light shoot across the blackness of space and hear the morning stars sing for joy. Some would go back to the great flood, so they could see Noah and all his animals safe in the ark, while the rains fell from the darkening sky. Some would go back to the exodus, when Moses and the children of Israel walked through the sea on dry land. Some would go back to Joshua and the battle of Jericho, where the walls came tumbling down. Some would go back to the time of David, who slew Goliath, or Solomon, who built the golden temple. 


  Then there all the famous events from the life of Christ that people wish they could see: the shepherds at the manger, the baptism in the Jordan, the healing of the lame and the blind, the feeding of the five thousand, Jesus walking on water, or his glorious transfiguration on the mountain. Perhaps you would choose to see your Savior weeping in the garden before dying on the cross. But I would choose to travel the gospel road from Jerusalem to Emmaus, walking with two disciples on an Easter afternoon and listening to Jesus explain how everything in the whole Bible is all about him. 


  

  

 

THE MYSTERIOUS STRANGER 

  This amazing story is told only in the Gospel of Luke. It adds to what we already know about the resurrection by giving us another eyewitness account of people who actually saw the risen Christ. They walked with him; they talked with him; they even had supper with him. 


  This encounter with Jesus took place towards the end of Resurrection Sunday. We know from verse 13 that it was still “that very day”—the first day of the week, when the women went to the empty tomb. From verse 29 we know that by the end of this conversation it was almost evening. On this Easter afternoon “two of them were going to a village named Emmaus, about seven miles from Jerusalem, and they were talking with each other about all these things that had happened” (Luke 24:13–14). 


  Considering everything that had happened over the last few days, the conversation between these traveling companions must have been animated. Many people have wondered who these two disciples were. Obviously they were close friends who had been to Jerusalem for Passover and were heading home to spend the night. We know from verse 18 that one of them was named Cleopas. Is this the same man as the Clopas mentioned in John 19:25, or is it someone else? If it is the same man, then his wife was named Mary, and she may well have been his unnamed companion on this journey. But whether they were husband and wife or simply two close friends, Cleopas and the other member in this couple were walking down the road to Emmaus and talking about everything that had happened to Jesus. 


  There was a good deal to discuss, from the triumphal entry to the empty tomb, and they were probably taking their time doing it. We know from the words used to describe them later in the chapter that they were disappointed, sad, and bewildered. Indeed, they were grieving, because their beloved Jesus had died and was now missing. As they made their slow, sorrowful way to Emmaus, a stranger overtook them on the road: “While they were talking and discussing together, Jesus himself drew near and went with them. But their eyes were kept from recognizing him” (Luke 24:15–16). 


  Cleopas and his companion were sure they knew where this man was coming from, because in verse 18 they infer that he had just left Jerusalem. What they did not know was who the man was. This is very mysterious. If they knew Jesus well enough to love him, they must have known what he looked like. Yet they did not or could not recognize who he was—a common occurrence in the resurrection appearances of Jesus Christ. This confirms that Jesus was a real human being, even after his resurrection from the dead, but it still leaves us struggling to understand why people failed to recognize him. 


  What prevented these disciples from seeing Jesus? Perhaps it was their unbelief, for as we shall see, they did not yet have faith in the resurrection. Maybe they failed to recognize Jesus because they never expected to see him again. Or maybe they were too weighed down with grief to lift their heads and take a good look at him. 


  Alternatively, Cleopas and his friend may have been prevented from seeing Jesus by a direct act of God. Mark tells us that Jesus “appeared in another form” to a pair of disciples who were “walking into the country” (Mark 16:12). Luke simply says that “their eyes were kept from recognizing him” (Luke 24:16), which implies some sort of divine hindrance. Jesus was traveling incognito because this was the gracious will and saving purpose of God. If the disciples could not see Jesus, it was because God would not let them see Jesus, at least not yet. This is a story of delayed recognition, therefore, and for that very reason it can help us see Jesus for ourselves. It is not simply the physical sight of Jesus that brings the assurance of salvation, but believing in Jesus by seeing him in the gospel, whether or not we have ever walked with him on the road to Emmaus. 


  As Jesus fell into stride beside the two disciples, he asked a common question: “What are you folks talking about?” Or, to say it the way Jesus said it, feigning ignorance, “What is this conversation that you are holding with each other as you walk?” (Luke 24:17). Obviously Cleopas and his friend were having a serious conversation about spiritual things, and like a good evangelist, Jesus wanted to engage them in a way that would give him a chance to share the gospel. 


  The answer the disciples gave indicates their spiritual condition: “And they stood still, looking sad” (Luke 24:17). The disciples were downcast and dispirited, still grieving the loss of their beloved teacher. But they were not too sad to be surprised that the third traveler did not know what they were talking about. As far as they were concerned, he had interrupted their conversation to ask what seemed to be a rather stupid question. With irritated astonishment, Cleopas said, “Are you the only visitor to Jerusalem who does not know the things that have happened there in these days?” (Luke 24:18). 


  This comment indicates that everybody knew what had happened to Jesus. Jerusalem was abuzz with the news of his crucifixion, and maybe also by now with the news of his reported resurrection. Everyone was talking about Jesus . . . except, that is, the mysterious stranger who interrupted them on the road to Emmaus and who apparently was more out of touch than anyone else in the whole city. 


  The question in verse 18 creates another one of the situational ironies that Luke uses to such dramatic effect in his Gospel. In truth, Cleopas was the one who did not know what was happening in Jerusalem! Jesus knew it all, better than anyone, for it had happened to him! He alone could explain what had transpired during his Jewish and Roman trials. He alone could testify what it was like to be mocked and tortured and to die in disgrace. He alone had felt the thorny crown upon his brow and the steely nail through his hands and feet. He alone could describe the inside of the dark tomb at the first light of the resurrection. 


  Instead of being the only person who did not know what was happening, Jesus was the only person who did! But rather than acting like a know-it-all, he took the time to help these disciples see their salvation. “What things?” he said in verse 19, inviting them to tell him what they understood. This is good evangelism: asking people questions that help clarify where they are in relationship to Jesus. 


  Jesus must have asked this question with a twinkle in his eye and kindness in his heart. David Gooding points out how loving it was for Jesus, “having journeyed from Galilee and entered Jerusalem as King, to travel back with two of his disciples down the road of their disillusionment,” and then to listen to all of their doubts.1 Jesus will show us the same kindness. He will overtake us along life’s road, falling in stride with our sorrow and confusion. Then he will ask what we know about him, hoping that we will listen to the gospel and see him as our Savior. 


  

  

 

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO CLEOPAS 

  Cleopas and his companion were out on the road between Jerusalem and Emmaus, standing somewhere between faith and unbelief. When the mysterious stranger asked them what they were talking about, and what things had been happening in Jerusalem, all of their thoughts and feelings came pouring out. Incidentally, this shows that Jesus is good company. He is the friendly kind of man that people instinctively trust, and with whom they will share the secrets of their souls. 


  After Jesus asked his question, both disciples started talking at once, in what turns out to be one of the longest speeches in Luke’s Gospel. What they told their new traveling companion was that they were talking about things: 


  Concerning Jesus of Nazareth, a man who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, and how our chief priests and rulers delivered him up to be condemned to death, and crucified him. But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things happened. Moreover, some women of our company amazed us. They were at the tomb early in the morning, and when they did not find his body, they came back saying that they had even seen a vision of angels, who said that he was alive. Some of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said, but him they did not see. (Luke 24:19–25) 


  


  Michael Wilcock calls this speech “the Gospel according to Cleopas.”2 It includes almost all of the basic facts one would find in the Gospel according to Anyone. Yet something still seems to be missing. In fact, one commentator says it reads like “an unfinished creed.”3 Can you tell what is missing? 


  Cleopas started with the life of Jesus—his earthly ministry (Luke 24:19). He said that Jesus was a man—a real flesh and blood human being. He also said that Jesus was a mighty prophet; literally, Cleopas called him “the prophet-man.” Like the prophets of old, Jesus had worked mighty miracles and spoken timely truths that came from the mind of God. This verse is a fair summary of everything in the Gospel of Luke from the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan River to his arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane. Generally speaking, chapters 4 to 9 mainly show us the miracles of Jesus (his mighty deeds), whereas chapters 10 to 21 give us his teaching (his mighty words). This was the earthly ministry of Jesus Christ, as witnessed by God and man. 


  Next the two disciples told about the tragic death of Jesus (Luke 24:20). Rather than blaming the whole thing on the Romans, they rightly said that it was the chief priests and the rulers of Israel who set him up to die. As a result of such animosity, Jesus the mighty prophet was condemned and crucified. This broke the travelers’ hearts, because they had hoped that Jesus would redeem his people Israel. More than anything else, this is why they were so disheartened. They were at the place—and maybe you have been to a place like this in your own life—where all their expectations were dashed and all their hopes disappointed. These disciples said they were looking for a redeemer. They had hoped that Jesus would purchase their salvation—not by dying on the cross, but by delivering them from the Romans. In their lament we sense their love for Jesus; they hoped that he would be “the one.” 


  Then, without pausing for breath, Cleopas and his companion told the stranger they met on the road about the extraordinary things which had happened that very day. They specified that this was now “the third day” since Jesus was crucified (Luke 24:21). This phrase is a signal of the resurrection, reminiscent of the prophecy that on the third day Jesus would rise again. But for the Emmaus disciples it seems to have meant that the situation was beyond any earthly hope. They were not thinking in terms of a resurrection at all, so when the third day came, they thought Jesus was as dead as he could be. 


  Amazingly, some people were saying that Jesus was alive again. As they walked on down the dusty road, the disciples quickly recounted the events of the first Easter: what the women found and did not find when they went early to the empty tomb; what the angels said about the missing body; what another party of disciples (presumably Peter and John; see Luke 24:34, John 20:3–8) saw and did not see when they went to investigate. It had been quite a day! There were many things to think about and talk about, but they ended it all by saying that they did not see Jesus. Notice the last words in the Gospel according to Cleopas: “him they did not see” (Luke 24:24). 


  At this point the two disciples were not entirely sure whether the empty tomb was good news or bad news. Initially the mystery of the missing body was a source of dismay. Where could it be? Maybe someone had stolen it, adding insult to injury. It was all very upsetting and perplexing. But then there were rumors that maybe Jesus was alive. They were not sure whom to believe or what to make of it all. They had basically all the facts they needed about the cross and the empty tomb, including the witness of the apostles, but in their confusion it did not yet add up to a gospel. It was like hearing the punch line without getting the joke. The reason they did not get it was that they had not yet seen Jesus—not with the faith of knowing him as the risen Christ. 


  So the Gospel according to Cleopas really was not a gospel after all. The word “gospel” means “good news,” but there is no good news unless Jesus has risen from the grave. As Michael Ramsey has said, “The Gospel without the Resurrection is not merely a Gospel without its final chapter; it is not a gospel at all.”4 This explains why Cleopas and his friend were still so sad. They did not know for sure that Jesus was alive. If they did not know the truth of the resurrection, they could not know that their sins were forgiven through the cross or that the empty tomb was God’s guarantee of eternal life. 


  This is true for all of us: there is no good news unless Jesus rose from the dead. The gospel is the crucifixion plus the resurrection, which equals forgiveness for our sins and everlasting joy in the presence of God. If Jesus did not rise from the dead, then everything that is wrong with this world will never be made right. It is only when we see Jesus as our crucified Savior and our risen Lord that we know how he will satisfy every genuine need and every deep longing of our souls. 


  

  

 

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO THE OLD TESTAMENT 

  Cleopas and his companion were not quite there yet; they still could not see Jesus. What makes this so deliciously ironic is that they were looking straight at him! The irony of their words at the end of verse 24 is intense. At the same time these disciples sadly lamented that their friends did not see Jesus, they themselves were looking him right in the face. Yet they did not see him either. So Jesus “said to them: ‘O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?’ And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself ” (Luke 24:25–27). 


  The word “foolish” is obviously intended to be a rebuke, but scholars disagree about how forceful it is. Some think it simply means that the disciples were slow on the uptake, whereas others see it as a sharper criticism. Maybe a good parallel in contemporary English usage is the word “clueless.” “O clueless ones,” Jesus was saying—not unkindly, but accurately. Cleopas and his companion should have known better. The Savior was staring them straight in the face, but their minds and hearts would not let them believe it! Although there were many things that they did believe about Jesus, as we have seen, they were slow to believe everything they needed to believe for their salvation. They did not believe “all that the prophets had spoken” (Luke 24:25). To be specific, they did not have room in their theology for a suffering and rising Messiah. 


  The disciples did not yet understand that far from proving that he was not the Messiah, the sufferings of the cross proved that he was. So Jesus proceeded to preach them the Gospel according to the Old Testament. What any preacher would give to hear that sermon, when the Word of God Incarnate explained the Word of God written! The preaching Jesus did was biblical: it was based on the law and the prophets. His preaching was thorough: he wanted his friends to know everything the prophets had spoken. His preaching was Christ-centered, for he was preaching about himself. It was also gospel-centered, including both the crucifixion and the resurrection: Jesus proclaimed the agonies of the cross and the glories of the empty tomb. His preaching was persuasive: Jesus argued for the absolute necessity of doing his saving work the way that he did it—it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and then to be glorified. There has never been a better evangelistic sermon than the one the risen Christ preached to his disciples on the first Easter Sunday, somewhere on the gospel road between Jerusalem and Emmaus. 


  We do not know exactly what Jesus said on this occasion. If we needed to know, then undoubtedly God would have told us. But the fact is that we really do not need to know, because we still have the same Old Testament that Jesus used as the text for his sermon (not to mention all the New Testament sermons of the apostles that are clearly based on the Old Testament, just the way that Jesus taught them to preach). Here Jesus gives us the golden key to unlock the meaning of the Hebrew Scriptures: they are all about him. Every part of the Old Testament finds its meaning and purpose in relationship to the person and work of Jesus Christ. The Scripture says that it is only in Jesus that all things hold together (Col. 1:17), and this is true of the Old Testament. We cannot fully and properly understand anything from Moses to Malachi unless we see its connection to the whole gospel, including both the cross and the empty tomb. 


  What do the Scriptures say about the sufferings of the Christ? The way to begin is the way Jesus began: with the writings of Moses. If we turn to Genesis, the Scripture says that the seed of the woman—a man of flesh and blood—will be bruised by the devil before crushing the devil’s head (Gen. 3:15). If we turn to Exodus, the Scripture says that the people of God are delivered from death through the offering of a Passover lamb (Exod. 12:13). If we turn to Leviticus, the Scripture says that atonement can be made only through the offering of sacrificial blood (Lev. 16:14–16). If we turn to Numbers, the Scripture lifts up the sign of the bronze serpent, and everyone who sees it is delivered from death (Num. 21:9). If we turn to Deuteronomy, we discover that cursed, covenant-breaking sinners may find grace at the blood-sprinkled altar of God (Deut. 27:1–26). 


  All of these truths find their fulfillment in the saving work of Jesus Christ. He is the son of the woman who was bruised on the cross before crushing Satan’s head. He is the Lamb who offered his blood for our sins (John 1:36) and was lifted up for our salvation (John 3:14–15). He is the covenant-maker who was cursed for all our covenant breaking and who sprinkled his redeeming blood on the altar of the cross (Gal. 3:13). 


  So much for Moses. Consider also the prophets. If we turn to Isaiah, the Scripture says that the Savior will be wounded for our iniquities and pierced for our transgressions (Isa. 53:5). If we turn to Jeremiah, the Scripture says that he will be mocked and abused (Jer. 20:7–10). If we turn to Zechariah, the Scripture says that he will make atonement for the whole land in a single day (Zech. 3:9). These prophecies also find their fulfillment in the sufferings and death of Jesus Christ, who was wounded, pierced, and abused in offering himself as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 


  Even this is only the beginning, for after Jesus began with Moses and the prophets he went on to the rest of the Old Testament Scriptures. What do they say about the sufferings of the Christ? To give only one example, Psalm 22 says that he will die a God-forsaken death—a dry and thirsty death, surrounded by enemies who pierce his hands and feet and then gamble for his clothes. 


  This is only the first half of the gospel: the sufferings of the crucifixion. Jesus also told his disciples that it was necessary for the Christ to “enter into his glory.” Therefore, he also preached to them about the resurrection, proving the empty tomb from Moses and the prophets. We see the risen Christ in the faith of Abraham, who believed that God would raise his son from the dead (see Gen. 22 and Heb. 11:17–19). We see the risen Christ in the sign of Jonah, who spent three days in the belly of the great fish, just as Jesus spent three days in the darkness of the tomb (Matt. 12:39). We see him in Daniel’s prophecy of the Son of Man rising on the clouds of heaven and coming in glory (Dan. 7:13–14). Jesus did not have to stop there. If he preached the resurrection from the rest of the Old Testament, he could preach it from Psalm 16, where the holy one is not abandoned to the grave but joyfully enters the presence of God, and also from Psalm 110, where he reigns in glory at the right hand of God. 


  Even this was only the beginning. Jesus continued his Bible exposition by using all the principles of his Christ-centered, gospel-driven interpretation (his “hermeneutic,” for this word has its origins in the term that Luke uses for “interpreted”) to explain what was said “in all the Scriptures . . . concerning himself ” (Luke 24:27). Jesus is not just here or there in this prediction or that prophecy: he is everywhere in the Old Testament. He is the ark of the covenant and the blood on the mercy seat. He is the light on the golden lampstand and the bread of life. He is the prophet who preaches like Moses, the priest who prays like Aaron, and the king after David’s heart. We follow his method of interpretation when we see Jesus in the redemption of Ruth by Boaz, the selfless sacrifice of Samson, the kingship of Josiah, the miracles of Elijah, and all the other types and signs and figures of the Old Testament. 


  What more shall I say? I could preach from the Scriptures every day for the rest of my life and not begin to exhaust everything that is said about Jesus in the Old Testament. On every page his coming is prophesied, his life is prefigured, his sufferings are personified, or his resurrection life is promised. The Old Testament has one central theme, and that theme is Christ. 


  To say this another way, the Old Testament is not simply background material for the New Testament, but it contains the very message of the gospel. It is so full of Christ that Jesus could prove the good news from any page. He knew that the cross and the empty tomb were the logical deduction, the necessary consequence of everything the Spirit taught from Genesis to Malachi. Rather than pointing to his resurrection body first of all, Jesus pointed to the Scriptures that pointed to himself. As Dinsdale Young has written, “I should have imagined that the Risen Lord would be independent of the Bible. But no! He cleaves to it with all the old affection. He came up from the grave and hastened to the Holy Book.”5 Jesus did this because he knew that he would not be able to walk down every road to give every believer the gospel in living person. But he also knew that by the Holy Spirit his word had the power to make every road a gospel road wherever Christ is preached. 


  Praise God that we have the same word to preach that Jesus preached. This word was enough for Jesus—only Moses and the prophets, the Gospel according to the Old Testament. It was enough for the apostles, too, for Philip (see Acts 8:35) and Peter (Acts 10:43; 1 Peter 1:11) and Paul (Acts 26:22–23). Jesus said it should have been enough for Cleopas and his companion. Is the word enough for you? 


  Earlier in Luke, Jesus warned that unless people believe the message of Moses and the Prophets, they will never believe in the resurrection (Luke 16:31; cf. John 5:39–40). This, then, is how we know Jesus for sure: by believing everything spoken in the Word that proclaims his gospel. Have you met this Jesus before on some gospel road, or is he only now overtaking you? Let him fall into stride and walk beside you like a friend. Listen to his words. See who he is. Believe him as your Savior and your God. 
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 SEEING JESUS IN WORD
 AND SACRAMENT

  Luke 24:28–35


  When he was at table with them, he took the bread and blessed and broke it and gave it to them. And their eyes were opened, and they recognized him. And he vanished from their sight. (Luke 24:30–31) 


  The famous Renaissance artist Michelangelo Merisi—usually known as Caravaggio—produced two different paintings called the Supper at Emmaus (1601, 1606). The second of the two masterpieces is a dramatic study in light and shadow. A man is seated at a table with two friends. There is bread on the white tablecloth in front of him. His eyes are closed in prayer, and while one of his hands rests on the table, the other is raised to bless the bread that he is about to break. 


  Anyone who knows the Gospel of Luke recognizes instantly that the man praying is Jesus. We know this from the title of the painting, which indicates that the men with Jesus at the table are the disciples who traveled from Jerusalem to Emmaus on the afternoon of the first Easter and begged Jesus to stay for dinner. We also know that this is Jesus from the light that falls on his face and illuminates the rest of the scene. We know it as well from the lamb that a woman is bringing to the table—a symbol of his sacrificial death. Everything in the painting helps us to see Jesus. 


  The disciples are seeing Jesus too, and what is perhaps most striking about Supper at Emmaus is their reaction. In his former painting of the same subject, Caravaggio had portrayed the men with exaggerated gestures. One disciple has his arms spread out in worship, or perhaps amazement; the other is gripping the arms of his chair and getting ready to jump out of his seat. Both men are astonished to see Jesus. 


  By contrast, the later painting is more subdued, more intimate, and if possible, even more intense. The disciple on the left—who has his back to the viewer—is leaning forward, hanging on Jesus’ every word. The disciple on the right is gripping the edges of the table with both hands. He too is leaning forward, gazing at Jesus with an expression of burning intensity. His right hand is forward, touching or almost touching the hand of Jesus. Everything in life is coming together for these men as they see Jesus in the breaking of the bread. 


  

  

 

STAY A LITTLE BIT LONGER 

  What a day it had already been for these two disciples. It had started with grief for a crucified man and strange reports about his empty tomb. When the two friends left Jerusalem and headed for home, they were heavy with sorrow and struggling to understand what had happened to Jesus, the man they thought would be their Messiah. 


  Then Jesus himself overtook them on the road, although their eyes were kept from recognizing him (Luke 24:16). The mysterious traveler challenged them to make room in their theology for a crucified Messiah rising from the grave. He did this by giving them a comprehensive survey of the Old Testament: “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself ” (Luke 24:27). It was the most dynamic, life-changing Bible teaching the two disciples had ever heard. In fact, when they talked about it later, they said they felt their hearts were burning as they heard this man preach the gospel. 


  What the man had to say was so compelling that the disciples could not get enough of it: “So they drew near to the village to which they were going. He acted as if he were going farther, but they urged him strongly, saying, ‘Stay with us, for it is toward evening and the day is now far spent.’ So he went in to stay with them” (Luke 24:28–29). 


  This situation is familiar from everyday life. A visitor is getting ready to go, but someone says, “Please don’t go yet; stay a little bit longer.” “No,” the visitor says, “I really must be going.” Back and forth it goes, but sometimes it is possible to persuade the person to stay, which is what happened in this instance. 


  We are not exactly sure where Jesus was going. When the Bible says he “acted as if he were going farther,” this does not mean that he was only pretending. Jesus had other places to go and other people to see. Soon he would return to his Father, but in the meantime he was pressing on with his saving work. Yet the disciples wanted him to stay, even if they were not entirely sure why. They pointed out that it was getting late, and that soon it would be unsafe to travel. So they urged the man to stay with them at least for the night. They insisted that he come home with them, and they would not take “no” for an answer. They would not let him go until he blessed them with his presence (cf. Gen. 32:26). 


  How glad Jesus must have been to be entertained at the home of his disciples! He was not afraid of the dark or of any danger on the road, but he always loves to be loved by his disciples. When Jesus first came into the world, people would not even make room for him at the inn (see Luke 2:7). But now that he was getting ready to leave the world altogether, people were welcoming him into their homes and their hearts. 


  How glad the disciples must have been when Jesus said that he would stay. Now they could offer him the gift of their hospitality and go deeper into the Word, hearing more of what the man had to say from the Scriptures. How glad they must have been afterwards, when they realized whom they had welcomed into their home! As Norval Geldenhuys points out, “If they had not invited Him He would have passed on, and they would have forfeited the inexpressible privilege of discovering that it was their risen Lord who had been with them and had instructed them.”1


  The example of the Emmaus disciples teaches us the value of Christian hospitality—a neglected virtue in these post-Christian times. In America, at least, most people love their privacy more than they love to welcome people into their homes. To our own detriment, this is not a culture of dropping by for a visit and staying longer. But the people of God are called to practice hospitality. We see this in the example of Abraham, who entertained angels (Gen. 18:1–8). We also see it in the example of Gideon, who insisted on preparing a meal for the angel of the Lord (Judg. 6:18; cf. 13:15). In the New Testament, Christians often are exhorted to practice hospitality (e.g., Heb. 13:2; 1 Peter 4:9), welcoming one another as Christ has welcomed us (Rom. 15:7). So welcome strangers from out of town and overseas. Invite people over for dinner. Ask travelers to stay with you overnight. Show hospitality to missionaries and other people who have a special calling to proclaim the gospel. Hospitality is one of the regular duties and high joys of the Christian life. 


  The most important hospitality of all is to open the home of your heart and ask Jesus to come in. If Jesus happened to overtake you on the road, would you invite him to stay? Are you drawn to him the way these disciples were drawn to him? Feel his joy. Listen to his teaching. Experience more of his life-giving life. For if ever there is someone you should invite to stay a little longer, it is Jesus, whom Charles Spurgeon aptly described as “a guest worth pressing.”2 The disciples felt a kind of urgency about getting Jesus to stay with them. For reasons that perhaps they could not fully explain, they sensed how valuable it would be for them to spend more time with him. Unlike the Emmaus disciples, we do know who Jesus is. Therefore, we should feel even more urgency about the time that we spend with Jesus, wanting to hear more of what he says about his cross and the empty tomb and yearning to know him better than we know him now. Even though we cannot enjoy the physical presence of Jesus the way that those disciples did, we can experience his presence by the power of the Holy Spirit. 


  It is easy to think that inviting Jesus was the natural thing to do and that we would have done the same thing the disciples did, begging him to stay. It seems so obvious: given the chance, of course we would ask Jesus over for dinner! But is that really the decision we are making (metaphorically speaking) every day—the decision to stay with Jesus and to ask him to stay with us? Do you linger with him longer in prayer, listening to more of what he wants to say to you in his Word? Or are you always rushing off to do the next thing? 


  Jesus loves it when we invite him to stay. “If anyone hears my voice and opens the door,” he said, “I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me” (Rev. 3:20). Jesus wants to have a deeper relationship with us—the kind of relationship we have when we sit so close to someone at the table that our hands are touching. He is always willing to say more to us from his Word. He never shuts the Bible and says, “That’s enough for today; I don’t have anything more to teach you.” He is always willing to hear more from us in prayer. Jesus never leaves a Bible study before the prayer time, and he never walks out of the closet before we are finished praying. 


  Through the ministry of the Word and prayer, we have the same extraordinary privilege the first disciples had: the privilege to be with Jesus. He will stay with us for as long as we are willing to be with him. Will you invite Jesus into your life this morning or evening, this week, and forever? 


  

  

 

THE BREAKING OF THE BREAD 

  At first the Emmaus disciples did not realize that the man they invited to dinner was Jesus. This is characteristic of the resurrection stories. Jesus was traveling incognito. People saw him, but they did not recognize him. In this case, the disciples were actually prevented from recognizing Jesus (Luke 24:16), we assume by God himself. 


  Yet this is a recognition story, and eventually both disciples realized that they were seeing Jesus, as all the disciples did. Here is how it happened: “When he was at table with them, he took the bread and blessed and broke it and gave it to them. And their eyes were opened, and they recognized him. And he vanished from their sight” (Luke 24:30–31). 


  It is unusual for someone to vanish from sight, but there is something else unusual here as well. Ordinarily the host would be the one to offer prayer and break bread. But in this case the guest became the host as Jesus took the role of the head of the household. This unusual occurrence shows that Jesus commands our respect. As the Emmaus disciples heard Jesus teach, they recognized his superior wisdom and perfect godliness. Thus it was natural for them to defer to him by giving him the honor of breaking their bread. Right in their own home, they acknowledged Jesus as the one who should be at the head of their table. 


  As we witness this domestic scene, we see an important spiritual principle in action: namely, that in all things Christ should be preeminent (see Col. 1:18). Jesus Christ should be the Lord of every believer’s dinner table, every believer’s bedroom and living room, every believer’s classroom and place of business. At every place in life, ask Jesus to take the lead and to give you his blessing. 


  The meal that Jesus blessed at this table should remind us of some other meals he shared with his disciples in the Gospels. We often observe him sitting down to eat with people. In fact, we could almost describe the life of Christ as a series of social engagements, punctuated by various sermons and miracles. But two meals have an especially close connection with the meal he shared with his disciples in Emmaus. 


  One of those meals was the feeding of the five thousand, as recorded in Luke 9. Jesus had been teaching all day and people were hungry. The disciples thought he should send them away to get something to eat. Instead, Jesus took what was on hand: “And taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven and said a blessing over them. Then he broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the crowd” (Luke 9:16). Luke uses almost identical words to describe what Jesus did at Emmaus, without the miraculous multiplication. Jesus took the bread; then he blessed it, broke it, and gave it to his disciples. 


  We should also connect this meal with the Last Supper. This point has been hotly disputed by Bible scholars. Some have argued that the dinner at Emmaus was in fact a reenactment of the Lord’s Supper. Jesus was “breaking the bread” in the technical sense of that expression: he was celebrating the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. For example, Augustine said that “no one should doubt that his being recognized in the breaking of bread is the sacrament, which brings us together in recognizing him.”3


  Other scholars have pointed out that Jesus did not celebrate the sacrament in any proper or formal way. Craig Blomberg compares Luke 24:30 with Luke 22:19 and observes that two different tenses of the verb for breaking are used.4 There is also a verbal difference between thanking God for the bread, as Jesus does in Luke 22:17, and blessing the bread as he does in Luke 24:30.5 If Luke wanted to show that both meals celebrated the same sacrament, then why didn’t he highlight this by using the same vocabulary? Notice as well that no wine is mentioned on the table, only bread; but the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper always includes both the bread and the cup. Nor does Jesus repeat the words of the institution of the Lord’s Supper to consecrate the bread, an omission which would be highly irregular if he intended to use the bread for any sacramental purpose. Then there is the simple fact that as far as we know, the Emmaus disciples were not present for the Last Supper (although they may have heard about it). Can we really expect them to draw a connection with something they had never experienced? 


  It seems clear, therefore, that the supper at Emmaus was not the Lord’s Supper, properly speaking. However, there are enough similarities to make it equally clear that Luke wants to remind us of that sacrament. The supper Jesus shared with the Emmaus disciples reminds us of various meals, including the feeding of the five thousand and the banquet he has promised to share with us in his Father’s kingdom (see Luke 22:16; Rev. 19:9). But it is also an echo from the upper room where he broke bread with his disciples as a sign of the body he would offer on the cross. 


  Notice when the disciples knew that it was Jesus: in the breaking of the bread (Luke 24:30–31, 35). Prior to this they were kept from recognizing this mysterious stranger (see Luke 24:16), but now they knew who he was. Maybe there was something characteristic about the way Jesus blessed the bread that the disciples instantly recognized—a familiar gesture or inflection in his voice.6 Possibly when he took the bread they saw the nail prints in his hands. Or perhaps their ability to identify Jesus came simply by the power of God. Verse 31 uses the passive voice (“their eyes were opened”), which indicates that the disciples did not open their eyes for themselves and may in fact imply that the Holy Spirit did the opening for them. 


  Luke wants us to notice that this moment of recognition coincided with the breaking of bread. At the feeding of the five thousand Jesus promised his disciples that he would offer his body as bread for the life of the world (John 6:51). At the Last Supper he gave them bread to remember the body he was preparing to offer for their salvation (Luke 22:19). Then the next day he actually gave his body, offering it for crucifixion—the sacrifice that would pay for their sins. When the Emmaus disciples saw the very same Jesus break bread, they knew it was him. As Augustine explained it, “something had come upon their eyes which was suffered to remain until the breaking of the bread, in reference to a well-known mystery, so that only then was the different form in Him made visible to them, and they did not recognize Him, as is shown by Luke’s narrative, until the breaking of the bread took place.”7 Everything came together for them with the simple action of breaking the bread. Now they knew for sure that it had to be Jesus. 


  They also knew this: Jesus was no longer dead, but alive. The friend at their table had been walking and talking with them. He was blessing them with his presence—his living, physical presence. This convinced them of the reality of the resurrection. What the women said about the empty tomb had to be true, because they had seen Jesus with their very own eyes. He was risen indeed! 


  

  

 

BACK TO JERUSALEM 

  No sooner did the disciples recognize Jesus than he completely vanished, disappearing as suddenly as he had appeared. This gives us a clue that the resurrection body has supernatural properties. The body of Jesus, said J. C. Ryle, was “in some wonderful way different from the common body of man. It was a real material body, and true flesh and blood. But it was a body capable of moving, appearing, and disappearing after a manner that we cannot explain.”8


  Even if we cannot fully explain the resurrection, we can still believe it and tell other people about it. The body that dies can live again, through faith in Jesus, and by the power of his resurrection—this is the great good news that the Emmaus disciples simply had to share. They did not waste a moment, but leaving their dinner on the table, they went back out on the road: “And they rose that same hour and returned to Jerusalem” (Luke 24:33). 


  Earlier that day the two disciples had traveled down the same road in the opposite direction. The two journeys could not have been more different. When they left Jerusalem, they were sad and dejected as they mourned the apparently tragic death of Jesus. But they went back to Jerusalem rejoicing. The first time they traveled down that road the news they shared was distressing and confusing. But now they had good news to share—a gospel of such great joy it was impossible for them to keep it to themselves. They had become evangelists for the risen Christ. What a difference it made for them to see Jesus! 


  What a difference they found in the other disciples when they arrived back in Jerusalem: “And they found the eleven and those who were with them gathered together, saying, ‘The Lord has risen indeed, and has appeared to Simon!’” (Luke 24:33–34; cf. John 20:19–23). As soon as the Emmaus disciples walked in the door, the disciples started bombarding them with good news of their own. Reports of the resurrection had been coming in all day, and the disciples were trying to understand what it all meant. 


  Perhaps most significantly, they said that Jesus had appeared to Simon Peter. The personal encounter Peter had with the risen Christ is not recorded anywhere else in the Gospels, although the apostle Paul alludes to it in 1 Corinthians 15:5. We do not know what Jesus said to Peter, but of all the disciples, it was Peter who had denied Jesus most blatantly, and who had therefore the most reason to be anxious about seeing him again. But Jesus came to Peter in loving mercy, and now almost all the disciples were starting to believe that he was alive from the dead. 


  The disciples who had just walked back from Emmaus added more fuel to the fire of their faith, for they had seen Jesus too: “Then they told what had happened on the road, and how he was known to them in the breaking of the bread” (Luke 24:35). 


  

  

 

TWO WAYS TO SEE JESUS 

  It is hard not to envy these disciples. They were there for the first Easter. Therefore, they were the first to hear the good news of the resurrection and the first to see the risen Christ. In fact, they did not know it yet, but Jesus himself was just about to walk through the door (or maybe through the wall!). Don’t you wish that you could see what they saw and rejoice the way that they rejoiced? 


  Actually, you can. As Luke tells us this true story from the Gospel, he wants us to know that we can see Jesus as clearly as these disciples saw him, and in virtually the same way. As we review what happened to the Emmaus disciples, we should notice that they saw Jesus in two different ways, and that they are both ways that we can see Jesus too. 


  First, these two friends saw Jesus in the Word. This is what “happened on the road” (Luke 24:35), as Jesus “interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself ” (Luke 24:27). When Jesus went through the Old Testament with them, preaching the cross and the empty tomb, the disciples were seeing the person and the work of the Christ. Afterwards, they said to one another, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?” (Luke 24:32). Even after the miraculous, supernatural disappearance of Christ, what captivated the Emmaus disciples was the ministry of God’s Word. The disciples did not fully understand what was happening to them at the time, but God was burning the gospel into their hearts so that they could see Jesus in all the Scriptures. This experience was so intense that later they said it was like being on fire. We can almost imagine them glowing as they walked back to Jerusalem in the dark: two flaming disciples sparking down the Emmaus road. 


  The fire of that first Easter is rekindled anytime that anyone sees Jesus in the Scriptures. It leaps into flame whenever people see Jesus for the first time and trust him for salvation. It happened to the brilliant French philosopher Blaise Pascal, and when it did, the best word he could use to describe it was “FIRE.”9 John Wesley gave a similar description of his famous conversion to faith in Jesus Christ at a prayer meeting in London. As Wesley heard about the change God works in the heart through faith in Christ, he said, “I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”10


  Have you experienced the fire of the Holy Spirit? Your heart will be strangely warmed when you trust in Jesus. It will be warmed again every time you open the Bible and see—really see—the love and the grace that God has for you in Jesus. It happens when you read and study the Bible. In fact, it happens to me almost every week as I prepare to preach the gospel: I see something new about Jesus, or something old about him in a new way, and a flame is kindled in my cold heart. It often happens to people when they hear Bible-based, gospel-centered preaching: as someone opens the Word for people the way that Jesus opened it for his disciples, the Holy Spirit sets their hearts on fire. Anyone who has the Word of God can see Jesus as clearly as the Emmaus disciples saw him, and then burn with the fire of the same gospel. 


  We also see Jesus in the breaking of the bread, which is the second way these disciples saw him. Jesus was “known to them in the breaking of the bread” (Luke 24:35). Remember that the bread he broke was not the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. Nevertheless, their experience undoubtedly would have reminded many disciples of what happened in the upper room. It is easy to imagine that when the Emmaus disciples said they saw Jesus in the breaking of the bread, some of the eleven disciples exchanged knowing glances, remembering how they had seen Jesus in the breaking of the bread. 


  This is one of the ways that we know Jesus too: in “the breaking of the bread.” Luke used this phrase to remind us of the Lord’s Supper. What he says, therefore, has enduring significance for the church. The Word is not the only place we see Jesus; we also see him in the sacrament. When Jesus is present spiritually in our celebration of the Lord’s Supper, we too experience the reality that he is risen from the dead. 


  Understand that the Jesus we see in the sacrament is the same Jesus we see in the Word, only we see him in a different way. In fact, one of the best ways to understand the sacrament is to think of it as a visible word. The Lord’s Supper testifies to the same sacrificial death that we read about in the gospel—the death that Jesus died on the cross when he offered his body and his blood for our sins. But the Lord’s Supper gives us a visible sign to go with that gospel word—the sign of the bread and the cup. As we eat this bread and drink this cup, we see Jesus in the sacrament. 


  The confessional reading used for evening communion services at Philadelphia’s Tenth Presbyterian Church proclaims, “the supper presents to our physical senses what God declares to us in his Word.” The sacrament does not offer us a grace that is any different from the grace we receive by believing what the Bible says about the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. What the sacrament does is to give us the same grace in a different way—a way that helps us to see Jesus. When we participate in this sacrament, we remember the only Savior whose body was broken and blood was shed for our sins. 


  Have you seen Jesus in the preaching of the Word? Can you see Jesus in the breaking of the bread? If not, then ask God to open your eyes, for this is a prayer he loves to answer (see Ps. 146:8; Acts 9:18; Eph. 1:18). Then again, maybe you have seen Jesus before, but are having trouble seeing him lately. Sometimes the trials of life and our own unrepentant sin make it hard for us to see Jesus. If that is the case, the place we will see him again is in the Word and the sacrament, not in some other place. 


  Do not miss the opportunity to see Jesus. Imagine what the Emmaus disciples would have missed if they had let Jesus go on his way instead of asking him to stay. They would have regretted it for the rest of their lives. “I can’t believe we didn’t invite Jesus to say with us that night,” they would have said. “What were we thinking?” 


  Ask Jesus to stay. He loves for us to see him in the preaching of his gospel and in the breaking of his bread. Ask the Holy Spirit to help you see Jesus in word and sacrament. Ask Jesus to stay with you forever. 
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 DISBELIEVING FOR JOY

  Luke 24:36–43  


  And when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet. And while they still disbelieved for joy and were marveling, he said to them, “Have you anything here to eat?” (Luke 24:40–41) 


  Some people believe in the resurrection of the body, but many people do not. Christians are the ones who believe (or so they say). The physical resurrection of the human body after death is a basic tenet of the Christian faith. The ancient ecumenical creeds clearly state that Jesus rose again on the third day. The Nicene Creed ends by saying, “We look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.” “We believe,” it says in the Apostles’ Creed, “in the resurrection of the body.” Yet most people do not believe this. In fact, according to a 2006 survey by Ohio University, only one out of three Americans believe that after they die, their bodies will rise again. 


  People have many reasons for not believing in the resurrection of the dead. Some people do not believe in life after death at all. The only thing we can know for certain, they say, is the life we are now living. Any future existence is a miracle that goes beyond anything we have seen or could ever prove. Other people believe in life after death, but think that the life to come is merely a spiritual existence. There is no resurrection of the body, they say, but only a soul that returns to God. Then there all the people who hope that their bodies will be raised from the dead yet find this very hard to believe. A dead body is so lifeless, especially after it has turned to dust, that its resurrection seems impossible. 


  It certainly seemed impossible to the first disciples, who found it hard to believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ. Mark tells us both that they “would not” and that they “did not” believe (Mark 16:11, 13). Luke adds the unusual reason they had for not believing: they “disbelieved for joy” (Luke 24:41). 


  

  

 

THE END OF EASTER 

  The disciples experienced this joyful disbelief at the end of the most extraordinary day in human history. The day had begun at the first light of dawn, when a little group of women went to the garden tomb with spices for burial. There they saw angels, who announced the stunning news that Jesus was risen. For the rest of the morning there was a good deal of running back and forth, as various disciples checked and rechecked the empty tomb, trying to confirm whether it was really true that Jesus was alive. 


  Soon people started spreading reports that they had seen the risen Christ. But this was so hard to believe that people who had not seen Jesus for themselves were not sure what to make of it. The main example in Luke is Cleopas, who left Jerusalem that afternoon with a friend, heading for Emmaus. The two of them had heard what the women said about the empty tomb, but they were still grieving the death of Jesus. Their conflicting emotions were such a struggle between hope and despair that they could not quite bring themselves to believe that Jesus was alive. Then Jesus himself overtook them on the road out of the city. He walked with them, and talked with them, and preached them the Gospel according to the Old Testament. Finally, when he broke bread with them around the dinner table, they realized that it was really Jesus. 


  Immediately they went back to Jerusalem to tell the other disciples. This part of the story is essential in completing the pattern we observe in all of the stories from the first Easter. As eyewitnesses of the resurrection, the disciples moved from being bewildered, to getting rebuked for their unbelief, to receiving instruction about the gospel plan of God, to sharing the good news that Jesus Christ had risen from the grave.1 Cleopas and his companion shared this joyful news with the eleven remaining disciples and with other followers of Jesus. There the disciples made a statement that has become famous all over the world as a greeting for Easter Sunday: “The Lord has risen indeed!” (Luke 24:34). 


  Suddenly Jesus appeared, in the flesh: “As they were talking about these things, Jesus himself stood among them, and said to them, ‘Peace to you!’” (Luke 24:36). The sudden appearance of the living Jesus was the final, confirming, and convincing proof of his bodily resurrection. The Venerable Bede pointed out that this was a fulfillment of one of the promises Jesus made before his passion.2 Wherever “two or three are gathered in my name,” he said, “there am I among them” (Matt. 18:20). Jesus was among them, and now they knew for sure that he was alive from the dead. 


  Jesus was among his disciples with as much loving grace as ever. This is evident from the gift he offered—the gift of peace. Some commentators have seen this as little more than a polite or friendly greeting. It is true that the giving of peace is a conventional greeting in the Middle East. To this day, Arabs greet one another with the word “salaam,” while Jews say “shalom”—the Hebrew word for peace. When the risen Christ says “Peace to you!” however, he is doing something more than simply saying “Hello!” He is giving the very peace of God. As J. C. Ryle once said, “I am quite unable to regard this expression as being nothing more than the ordinary salutation of courtesy. It seems to me to be full of deep and comfortable truth.”3


  “Peace” was the first word that Jesus spoke to his disciples after his resurrection. He mainly said it to let them know that they did not need to be afraid, as we shall see. But the peace of Jesus is a deep and comfortable truth for everyone. 


  For the disciples, the word “peace” meant that the man in their midst really was Jesus. By now they would have recognized the familiar tone of his voice. They might also have remembered that he had offered them peace before. “Peace I leave with you,” Jesus said before his passion; “my peace I give to you” (John 14:27). 


  Now Jesus was giving them peace again, only this time he was doing it from the other side of the grave, and everything really was right with the world. There was peace for Jesus, because all his earthly sufferings were over. There was peace for his disciples too. They had peace from their sorrow and grief, because Jesus was not dead after all. They also had peace with God, because all their sins were forgiven through the cross where Jesus died. At the beginning of Luke’s Gospel, Zechariah the priest prophesied that Jesus would “guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:79), and the Christmas angels promised that he would bring peace on earth (Luke 2:14). Now Jesus was preaching the peace that would give all of his disciples fellowship with God the Father (Eph. 2:17–18). 


  At the same time, these men and women had peace with Jesus himself. What makes this so surprising is that only days before they had completely abandoned him at the time of his greatest trial. In cowardly fear, the disciples broke all of their promises to stay with him to the very end. Therefore, as amazing as it is that Jesus rose from the dead, it is equally extraordinary that he went back to his disciples afterwards, and that when he did, he went in peace. Jesus would have been fully justified to rebuke his disciples for their desertion. “You know, I’m really disappointed with you guys,” he might have said. “You really let me down back there in the Garden of Gethsemane. I can’t say I remember seeing very many of you at Calvary either. Where were you guys when I needed you?” In fact, Jesus would have been fully justified in choosing a completely new set of disciples. Instead, Jesus came to them as a peacemaker. 


  He comes to us the same way. Even after we have fallen away, or broken our promises, or turned our backs on him, Jesus comes to us in peace. He does not wait for us to get our lives together first, or to settle all our doubts, or to come crawling back to him, begging for one more chance. No, Jesus comes to the sinners and the doubters with his arms open wide, offering peace. Patrick Miller Kirkland took this promise and turned it into a prayer that is part of the Easter hymn “Jesus, Lord, Redeemer”: 


  In the upper chamber, where the ten in fear
 Gathered sad and troubled, there you did appear.
 So, O Lord, this evening, bid our sorrows cease;
 Breathing on us, Savior, say, “I give you peace.”


  


  This is every believer’s prayer for every troubled time in life. It is a prayer for anyone who is grieving a painful loss or anxious about the future. It is a prayer for anyone in the grip of a powerful temptation. It is a prayer for anyone who is lost in life and looking for the answer, for anyone who feels rejected, for those who cannot fix what is broken in the hearts of the people they love. In every troubled sorrow, the living Jesus comes and says, “Peace to you!” 


  

  

 

NO GHOST STORY 

  Sometimes it is hard for us to rest in the peace that really is ours in Jesus. Even after Jesus said “peace,” the disciples were still troubled. It was the end of Easter Sunday, but they still had trouble believing in the resurrection. According to Luke, when they first saw Jesus, “they were startled and frightened and thought they saw a spirit” (Luke 24:37). 


  The word “startled” probably is not strong enough to convey what the disciples were feeling. They were more than startled; they were terrified. Even though they had heard that Jesus was alive, they hardly expected to meet him in person. Imagine how surprising it would be if Jesus suddenly showed up in your living room! Some of the disciples were starting to believe in the resurrection, but it is one thing to believe in the risen Christ and something else to experience the actuality of it. This is hardly an everyday occurrence—risen Lords suddenly appearing out of nowhere! 


  Imagine the commotion in that room and the looks on the disciples’ faces when they saw Jesus. Michael Wilcock describes them as “believing and unbelieving, startled and joyful and afraid all at once.”4 They must have been scared half to death—as frightened as we would be if someone jumped out from behind a corner and said, “Boo!” 


  “Boo” is just the word for it, because at first the disciples thought they were seeing a ghost. This is understandable—a “natural reaction to the supernatural.”5 It was as hard for the disciples to believe in the bodily resurrection as it is for anyone. They could not believe it, or at least they only half-believed it. Therefore, their first thought was that they were only seeing a spirit—not a risen Savior of flesh and blood, but “some kind of insubstantial apparition. Spirits were considered to be less than real people. Existing in a shadowy world, they were viewed as but empty shells of their previous selves.”6 Many people still think the same thing today. They believe in life after death, but the kind of afterlife they imagine is neither solid nor substantial. It is more like the shadowy ghost that floats away from a character in a cartoon show. The spirits of the dead are disembodied. Maybe they can see and hear, but they cannot touch or feel. 


  This is part of a deeper tendency for people to think that physical existence is inferior to spiritual existence; the body is something inherently evil that the soul is trying to escape. Even many Christians still think of heaven as something immaterial. Rather than believing that our bodies will have a home in the new heavens and the new earth, they envision heaven as an eternal resting place for disembodied souls. 


  The gospel is not a ghost story, however. Our mortal bodies will be raised again. Even for all our physical weakness and suffering, which come as a result of living in a fallen world, our bodies have the blessing of God. This is why we should show respect for them, even in weakness and death. One highway patrolman described the aftermath of a horrific bus accident on a busy highway. He said the first order of business was to rescue the living, many of whom were still trapped in their vehicles. After that, he said, it was time to give the dead the dignity of a decent burial. 


  Caring for someone’s body, even after death, is sound theology. God is not in the business of discarding bodies; he is in the business of resurrecting them. The body that is buried will rise again. Though our physical bodies will return to the dust when we die, by faith we will rise to be redeemed—body and soul—in the resurrection. This is what we mean when we say that we believe in the resurrection of the body. 


  

  

 

TOUCH ME, AND SEE 

  Jesus proved this gospel truth to his disciples by appearing to them in the full reality of his resurrection body. The body that rose from the garden tomb was a marvelous, mysterious body with extraordinary abilities. It could suddenly appear, as it appeared to these disciples. It could also disappear, the way it disappeared from Cleopas at the dinner table (see Luke 24:31). Apparently Jesus could transport himself from place to place. He could even pass through locked doors, as he did on more than one occasion (see John 20:19, 26). 


  These supernatural abilities may help to explain what Paul means when he describes the resurrection body as a powerful, imperishable, and spiritual body (1 Cor. 15:42–44). It is a body, yet it is also a spiritual body—a body that transcends the ordinary limitations of time and space. In the words of Norval Geldenhuys, Jesus appeared “in a glorified, celestial body that was not bound by limitations of an ordinary earthly body.”7 As another commentator explains: 


  The resurrection of Jesus was not his transformation into an immaterial body, but his acquisition of a “spiritual body” which could materialize or dematerialize at will. When, on occasion, Jesus chose to appear to various persons in material form, this was just as really the “spiritual body” of Jesus as when he was not visible. . . . In his risen state Jesus transcended the normal laws of physical existence. He was no longer bound by material or spatial limitations.8


  


  This is something we can believe only by faith, however, and something the disciples could hardly accept without fear. They did not yet understand what a resurrection body could do. Nor did they fully believe that Jesus was alive from the dead. So their hearts were troubled, as our hearts always are until we believe. So Jesus said to them, “Why are you troubled, and why do doubts arise in your hearts?” (Luke 24:38). 


  If the disciples had thought about these words for a moment, they might have realized that this was the same Jesus they had always known. Once again he was gently rebuking their unbelief, the way he always did (e.g., Luke 8:25). As Charles Spurgeon pointed out, “Our Lord had never been unwisely silent as to their faults. He had never passed over their errors with that false and indulgent affection which gratifies its own ease by tolerating sin; but he had pointed out their faults with the fidelity of true love; and now that he thus admonished them, they ought to have perceived that it was none other than he.”9


  Jesus was also identifying what was happening in their hearts, the way he always knew. The disciples were troubled; their emotions were stirred up; all kinds of doubts were coming to mind. In their internal dialogue, they were thinking that what they were seeing could be this or might be that. So Jesus lovingly challenged them to consider what was keeping them from believing in his resurrection. 


  This is a good question for anyone to consider. Do you believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ? To take this a step farther, do you believe in the resurrection of your own body? If not, why not? What is causing you to doubt what Luke says about the empty tomb, or what Jesus says about the resurrection and the life? Our doubts will be dispelled only by listening and looking to Jesus, who is the perfect cure for troubled hearts. 


  What Jesus showed his disciples was the physical evidence for the reality of his resurrection. “See my hands and my feet,” he said. “It is I myself. Touch me, and see. For a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have” (Luke 24:39). The disciples had heard Jesus speak, so they already had sensory evidence from their sense of sound. Now he lovingly invited them to feel his hands and feet, using their sense of touch. Indeed, the word that Jesus used (psēlaphēsate) means more than simply to touch; it means to grasp or handle. The very body of Jesus had been raised from the dead. When the disciples clasped his hands, therefore, they could feel his knucklebones. Maybe they could even feel the blood coursing through his veins with every beat of his loving heart. The apostle John testified to these and other physical realities when he described the gospel as something “which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of life” (1 John 1:1). 


  We ourselves have only heard the word of life. We have not seen Jesus with our eyes, or touched him with our hands. But we have the reliable testimony of people who did. They are the eyewitnesses of the risen Christ, the men and women who touched Jesus with their own hands. Their word gives us strong testimony because it comes from multiple witnesses: men and women who saw Jesus on various occasions—not just on Easter Sunday, but also afterwards—and in various places, from Jerusalem to Galilee. It is strong testimony because the people who gave it had ample opportunity to examine the evidence firsthand, and thus to verify that they were really in the physical presence of Jesus. Their testimony is strong because they saw Jesus when they were together, not just when they were alone and in private, and thus they could corroborate mutually what they each had seen and touched. 


  Their testimony is also strong because the disciples were skeptical at first, and only later came to a faith they were willing to die for. It took some convincing for these people to believe in the resurrection of the body. Their trust in the risen Christ was not wishful thinking, but a reasoned response to solid evidence—what Luke later described as “many proofs” given over the course of many days (Acts 1:3). 


  These men and women came to believe that Jesus Christ had risen from the dead. The person who stood before them and said “it is I myself ” was the same Jesus they had always known. This was clear from the way he spoke to them, giving them peace and challenging their unbelief. But it was even more obvious from what he did next, for “when he had said this, he showed them his hands and his feet” (Luke 24:40). These appendages were the proof of his passion, for they plainly displayed the marks of his crucifixion. The wounds from the nails that pierced his hands and feet were no longer bleeding; they were healed and glorified. Yet they were still visible, so when the disciples saw them, they knew for sure that it was Jesus himself. The same Jesus who died on the cross for their sins was standing before them, in the flesh. 


  The wound-marks will remain on the resurrection body of Jesus Christ as a permanent reminder of everything he has done for our salvation. His hands and feet show the Father that he has paid the full price for sin. At the same time, they show us that our sins are fully forgiven. In fact, the glorified wounds of Jesus show us the whole gospel. The marks on his body bear witness to the cross where he died. But his hands and his feet belong to the same resurrection body that came out of the empty tomb. These are the two great facts of the gospel: Jesus died, and then in the same body he rose again. These two great facts give us the good news of our salvation: by the cross our sins are forgiven, and by the empty tomb we have the free gift of resurrection life. 


  To give his disciples one final proof, Jesus asked, “Have you anything here to eat?” (Luke 23:41). This time the disciples actually had some fish: “They gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate before them” (Luke 24:42–43). Nothing is more basic to the physical reality of the human body than eating food. Once they had seen Jesus eat fish (and honey, some ancient manuscripts add), the disciples would never say again that they had only seen a ghost. Jesus did not merely seem to have a body; he actually had one—a body that could enjoy the pleasures of eating and drinking, even if it might not actually need food to survive. This meal was Luke’s final proof for the gospel fact of the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ. 


  The apostle Peter later referred to this meal when he preached the good news. We have been chosen as witnesses, Peter said, “who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead” (Acts 10:41). The poet Ezra Pound once imagined how Peter might have described the resurrection of Jesus. Here are the words that Pound put into the mouth of that salty sailor: 


  A master of men was the Goodly Friend,
 A mate of the wind and sea,
 If they think they have slain our Goodly Friend
 They are fools eternally.


  


  I have seen him eat of the honey-comb
 Since they nailed him to the tree.10


  


  

  

 

TOO GOOD TO BE TRUE 

  Are you as certain as Peter was that Jesus rose from the dead? Some people believe in the resurrection of the body, and some people do not. What do you believe? 


  Luke uses a curious expression to indicate what the disciples believed. He says that they “still disbelieved for joy and were marveling” (Luke 24:41). “Marveling” is a word for wonderment and amazement. The disciples were witnessing the most extraordinary thing they had ever seen—that anyone had ever seen. It was the marvel of all marvels: the living and immortal body of someone who was dead and buried before he came alive in a body that would never die again. 


  It seemed too good to be true, which is why the disciples were still in disbelief: they were disbelieving for joy. They were not refusing to believe in the resurrection of the body because they rejected God’s Word, or because they would not accept the evidence that Jesus provided, but simply because it was such joyful good news that they could hardly believe it. Their joy almost overwhelmed their faith. 


  Luke says that the disciples “disbelieved,” and sometimes people talk the same way today. They say, “I can’t believe it!” They really do believe it, but it is such good news that they almost can’t. “I can’t believe I passed that test,” they say, or “I can’t believe we won that game!” The disciples felt the same way. They were starting to understand that Jesus really had risen from the grave, but this was such unbelievably good news that they could hardly believe it. Here is how Augustine described their emotions: “While they were still flustered for joy, they were rejoicing and doubting at the same time. They were seeing and touching, and scarcely believing.”11


  What joy it brings to believe in the resurrection of the body, even if we can hardly believe it. Now there is a principle of death at work in the entire universe. Things are falling apart. Everywhere we look, we see signs of death and decay. Whether the universe is cooling down, or planet earth is heating up, the reality is that eventually everything will be destroyed. But by the power of the resurrection, the creation will be restored again. God will undo all that death has done. There will be a new heaven and a new earth. Physical matter will be redeemed (see Rom. 8:21). 


  The hope of the coming resurrection brings true joy to physical suffering! Whatever pains we experience in our earthly bodies—whatever weakness, disability, or disease—God will make everything perfect when we rise again. There will be no more sadness or pain, only perfect health and joy. 


  This hope brings special joy at the time of death. Sooner or later we will say good-bye to the people we love the most in the whole world. We will lay their bodies in the dust, or else we ourselves will go down to the grave. But through faith in Jesus, and by the power of his resurrection, we will rise again. We will see the glory on the other side, and we will rise with Jesus on the final day. Do not disbelieve in the resurrection of the body, but believe it . . . for joy! 
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 THE EASTER SERMON
 OF JESUS CHRIST

  Luke 24:44–48  


  Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, and said to them, “Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem.” (Luke 24:45–47) 


  Easter was over. The women had made their early journey to find the empty tomb. Peter had raced to see the grave clothes. Cleopas and his companion had walked to Emmaus with Jesus, as it turned out, and then back to Jerusalem with their hearts on fire. Jesus himself had suddenly appeared among his disciples, showing them his hands and feet. It was the day of resurrection—the first of all Easters—and it filled the disciples with so much joy they could hardly believe it. 


  Now it was time for Jesus to do what he loved to do as much as anything in the world: preach the gospel of his saving grace (see Luke 4:43). Maybe Jesus did this on the same night that he appeared to his disciples. What seems more likely, though, is that there is a gap in Luke 24 between verse 43 and verse 44, between Easter evening and all the teaching Jesus did in the following weeks. Luke 24 almost gives the impression that Jesus went back to heaven the same day he rose from the dead. But he was with his disciples for forty days between his resurrection and his ascension, as Luke said himself in Acts 1:3. So presumably the end of chapter 24 is a summary of what he taught during those weeks—one long sermon to explain Easter Sunday, everything that led up to it, and everything that would follow. 


  When Jesus says “while I was still with you” in verse 44, he is hinting that he is about to leave his disciples. But before he goes, he has something supremely important to do, and that is to prepare them to reach the world. The destiny of humanity depended on their faithful witness, so at the end of Luke’s Gospel, Jesus briefed them on their mission to the world.1


  

  

 

A BIBLICAL SERMON 

  Only Luke records the Easter sermon of Jesus Christ, in which he preached the gospel of his own resurrection and its implications for the world. It was a biblical, Christ-centered, evangelistic, missionary sermon. 


  To begin with, Jesus preached a biblical sermon, in which he proclaimed the gospel promise from the Old Testament. Jesus wanted to give his disciples a complete course in biblical interpretation. He said to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled” (Luke 24:44). 


  One time-honored principle for public speaking is to start by telling people what you are going to tell them, then tell them, and finally tell them what you told them. Jesus followed that principle here. Back in Nazareth he had begun his public ministry by preaching the good news of the kingdom from the prophet Isaiah. He kept preaching that gospel message throughout his earthly ministry. Now, in his last sermon, Jesus wanted to tell his disciples again what he had told them before. When he said “these are my words,” he was referring to everything he had taught his disciples. 


  This time they were finally ready to hear what he had to say. Jesus had always told them that he would die and rise again, but the disciples had never really understood what he was talking about. Things were different now, though, because they were in the very presence of the crucified and risen Christ. So they were ready to understand the gospel and its implications for the world, as well as their own call to gospel ministry. “Don’t you see,” Jesus could say to them now, “this is what I was talking about. What I did on the cross and through the empty tomb was the outworking of everything I have ever taught you.” 


  What Jesus taught came right out of the Bible, which is where his sermon begins: with the Scriptures of the Old Testament. In briefing his disciples on their mission to the world, Jesus does not begin with their personal spiritual experience. He does not even begin with the physical reality of his own resurrection. Rather, he begins the same place that we should always begin everything in life: with the Word of God. As Kent Hughes comments, Jesus “did not want them to rest their belief in his resurrection on their personal experience alone. He was not interested in their becoming an esoteric coterie, an elite group with a special knowledge of Christ. Resting their faith on a miracle was not sufficient. He wanted them to ground their experience of his resurrection on the massive testimony and perspective of Scripture.”2 Thus the Easter sermon of Jesus Christ is a biblical sermon. 


  The way Jesus refers to the Bible here is by calling it the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms. This is the way many Jews referred to the three traditional parts of the Hebrew Scriptures. For them, the Law was the first five books of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The Prophets included the Major and Minor Prophets, and also the historical books, like Samuel and Chronicles. The Psalms referred not only to Israel’s hymnbook, but also to other writings in the wisdom literature, like Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. Thus talking about “the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms” was really a shorthand way of referring to the whole Old Testament. 


  Jesus based his life and ministry on everything those writings said about his saving work. In fact, Jesus said that everything in the Bible was about him. What an audacious claim to make! What right did Jesus have to say that everything in the Bible is all about him? Who does he think he is anyway? Jesus knows who he is: the Son of God and the Savior of the world, and therefore the fulfillment of every promise that God has ever made to his people. Jesus Christ is the key to understanding the Old Testament. To know the Old Testament truly is to know Jesus, and to know Jesus, one has to know the Old Testament. 


  Jesus used every part of the Old Testament in his own ministry. He taught his disciples many things that were written about him in Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms. Jesus used the Law of Moses right at the beginning of the Gospel, when he was tempted in the wilderness and answered the devil by quoting directly from Deuteronomy (Luke 4:1–11; cf. Deut. 6:13, 16; 8:3). Jesus also used the Prophets, starting with his very first sermon (Luke 4:17–21; cf. Isa. 61:1–2) and including many specific fulfillments of their prophecies. For example, when Jesus rode into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, he was fulfilling Zechariah’s prophecy of a king coming “humble and mounted on a donkey” (Zech. 9:9). Then Jesus often taught from the Psalms. He did it the very week that he was crucified, using Psalm 110 to prove that the Christ is both David’s son and David’s Lord (see Luke 20:41–44). 


  Jesus taught this way because he knew that all these Scriptures had to come true. Everything written about him “must be fulfilled” (Luke 24:44), he said, and the word “must” expressed a divine necessity. The life of Jesus was governed by the prophecies and promises of the Word of God. In order for God to fulfill his plan—and in order for us to be saved—Jesus had to come into the world the way he came, live the way he lived, die the way he died, and rise again the way he rose again. It all had to happen the way the Bible said it would happen, the way it was promised in the Scriptures. To show this, Jesus preached a biblical sermon at the end of Easter. 


  

  

 

A CHRIST-CENTERED SERMON 

  Jesus also preached a Christ-centered sermon, as any biblical sermon ought to be. The main thing that Jesus had taught his disciples—from the Old Testament—was the crucifixion and the resurrection of the Christ. In other words, he preached the gospel, because these are the two basic facts of the gospel: the dying and the rising of the Savior whom God promised. In his Easter sermon, Jesus preached that same gospel again: “Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, and said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead’” (Luke 24:45–46). The gospel promise that was given in the Old Testament—the promise of the Christ—finds its fulfillment in Jesus and his saving work. 


  These were all things that Jesus had told his disciples before. He said: “The Son of Man must suffer many things . . . and be killed, and on the third day be raised” (Luke 9:22). He said: “See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written about the Son of Man by the prophets will be accomplished. . . . After flogging him, they will kill him, and on the third day he will rise” (Luke 18:31, 33). But even though Jesus said these things, the disciples did not understand them. When he said the Son of Man would be delivered over to death, “they did not understand this saying, and it was concealed from them, so that they might not perceive it” (Luke 9:45). Similarly, when he prophesied his death and his resurrection on the third day, “they understood none of these things. This saying was hidden from them, and they did not grasp what was said” (Luke 18:34). The minds of the disciples were closed to the gospel. 


  We should not be surprised, therefore, when people have trouble understanding the gospel or believing in Jesus today. It did not seem all that important to the disciples at first either. They really did not understand what Jesus was talking about. 


  Then Jesus actually did what he always said that he would do: he offered his body for suffering unto death, and then on the third day he rose again. At that point one might think that the disciples would believe the gospel. Yet they still did not understand! When Jesus appeared to them after his resurrection, they thought they were seeing a ghost (Luke 24:37), not a living Savior. Somehow they were still missing something. 


  What made the difference for these disciples? How did they ever start trusting in the cross and believing in the empty tomb? Luke tells us that Jesus “opened their minds to understand the Scriptures” (Luke 24:45; cf. 24:32). What these men needed—what everyone needs—is the mindopening work of God. Christianity is rational, but understanding the gospel is not merely intellectual. It takes a work of God for anyone to know Jesus in a saving way. The Bible says that “the natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). It does not matter how smart we are; we will never understand the message of God’s salvation unless and until God enables us to understand it. This is what Jesus did for his disciples, and what he will do for anyone who sincerely asks him for understanding: he will open our minds to see his salvation. 


  Knowing Jesus is the work of God the Holy Spirit—a work he does when the Bible is preached in a Christ-centered way. Notice that when his disciples had trouble understanding what he was saying from the Scriptures, Jesus did not decide to try some other method. He did not say, “The Bible must be too hard for them to understand; I need to find some other way to communicate.” On the contrary, Jesus knew that God does his saving work by the Word. So he went back to the same Scriptures he had always preached, and preached them again. Here is an example for our own evangelism, in which we should always trust the Word to do the real work of our witness. 


  Jesus preached Christ from Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms. Maybe he turned to Exodus 12 and talked about the Passover, and how an offering of blood saved people from death. Or maybe he quoted Leviticus 16 and preached about the sacrifice that was sprinkled on the mercy seat to atone for all his people’s sins. Then he might have turned to one of the prophets, like Isaiah, who said that the Savior would be stricken, smitten, and afflicted, that he would be wounded for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities (see Isa. 53). Or perhaps Jesus preached Psalm 22—the song he quoted from the cross when he was dying a God-forsaken death. But wherever he turned in the Scriptures, Jesus preached the sufferings and death of the Christ. 


  That is not all he preached, however. Jesus also preached the resurrection of the Christ. Maybe he preached it from the story of Moses and the burning bush, where God styled himself as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—the God of the living, and not the dead (Exod. 3:1–6; cf. Luke 20:37–38). Or maybe he preached the resurrection from the prophet Jonah, who came back on the third day (see Jonah 1:17), or from Hosea, who said, “on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live before him” (Hos. 6:2). Jesus also preached the resurrection from passages like Psalm 16, where the Christ said, “You will not abandon me to the grave” (Ps. 16:10 niv; cf. Acts 2:25–32). 


  When Jesus preached his Easter sermon, he preached Christ crucified and Christ risen, Christ suffering and dying and rising again. He preached Christ from all the Scriptures, opening minds to understand the basic facts of his saving gospel. Jesus did what was prophesied, and then he preached what he had done—his saving work in human history. This is the basic message of the whole Bible: Jesus the Christ suffered and died and rose again. 


  

  

 

AN EVANGELISTIC SERMON 

  If we believe the gospel, as promised in the Scriptures and accomplished by the Christ, then we must repent of our sin. This too was part of the Easter preaching of Jesus Christ. His biblical, Christ-centered sermon was also an evangelistic sermon—a sermon that called people to respond by repenting and receiving forgiveness for their sins. Jesus thus ended his ministry the same way he began it: by preaching repentance (see Matt. 4:17). 


  The biblical gospel is more than a set of facts. We need to know that Jesus died and rose again, of course, but we also need to understand what those facts mean and respond to them in a saving and believing way. This too was promised in the Scriptures. The same Old Testament that promised the sufferings and the resurrection of the Christ, also promised repentance and forgiveness. “Thus it is written,” Jesus said, “that repentance and forgiveness of sins should be proclaimed in his name” (Luke 24:47). 


  This could be proved from almost any page in the Bible. It is not just this text or that text which proclaims repentance and the forgiveness of sins; it is the whole message of the Old Testament. Ever since Adam and Eve committed the first sin, God has been calling his people to repentance. The biblical prophets were forever telling the people of God to turn away from sin. “Let the wicked forsake his way,” they said, “and the unrighteous man his thoughts” (Isa. 55:7). The very best men and women of God show us how to repent by their example. “Have mercy on me, O God,” said King David. “Against you, you only, have I sinned” (Ps. 51:1, 4). 


  God did have mercy—not only on David, but on every penitent sinner. This too is the message of the Old Testament: God freely offers forgiveness to anyone who is truly sorry for sin. “As far as the east is from the west,” David testified, “so far does he remove our transgressions from us” (Ps. 103:12). The prophet who told the wicked man to forsake his way also said, “let him return to the LORD, that he may have compassion on him, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon” (Isa. 55:7). “Whoever conceals his transgressions will not prosper,” the Scripture says, “but he who confesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy” (Prov. 28:13). 


  Now repentance and forgiveness are to be preached in the name of Jesus, or on the name of Jesus—on the basis of what he has done on the cross and through the empty tomb. This is how we know that the ancient promise is true, that by the saving grace of gospel repentance, all our sins will be forgiven. We are sure of this because Jesus went to the cross for us, and said, “Father, forgive them” (Luke 23:34). We are forgiven “through the merit and the mediation of Christ.”3 We know that his sacrifice has been accepted because God raised him from the dead. It is not only the crucifixion that guarantees our forgiveness, but also the resurrection. 


  The way for us to respond is to repent and believe, and then we too will be forgiven. Here is how a little old verse for children describes what it means for us to repent:



 Repentance is to leave
 The things we loved before,
 And to show that we in earnest grieve
 By doing so no more.


  
  
  
  
  Leaving the things we loved before takes courage, and also humility—the humility to admit that God cannot accept us just the way we are, but that we need to be forgiven. A good illustration of penitent humility comes from the ancient traditions of the Luo tribe in Tanzania. When a tribe member commits a serious crime, he has violated the community covenant and is banished from his village for life. He will go somewhere else, maybe for decades. But when he grows old, he will ask if he can return to his fathers and come home to die in his own village. There is only one way for the sinner to return, only one way to undo the evil that he has done: a sacred ritual of atonement. A low opening is made in the village wall, opposite the entrance. Then a lamb is sacrificed, and as the man confesses his crime, its blood is sprinkled on him for cleansing. This takes place outside the walls of the village. But once the sacrifice has been made and the blood has been sprinkled, the man is allowed to come inside, stooping low to enter in humility before being welcomed into his father’s house.4


  

  

  So it is for anyone who wants to enter the family of God. We must bow in humility. We must confess the wrong that we have done. We must believe in the power of the sacrificial blood that Jesus sprinkled on the cross. Then we will be fully forgiven and warmly welcomed into the Father’s house. 


  

  

 

A MISSIONARY SERMON 

  This message of repentance and forgiveness is for everyone in the whole world, which is why Jesus ended his biblical, Christ-centered, evangelistic sermon by turning it into a missionary sermon. First we believe the gospel for ourselves, confessing our own sin and trusting Jesus with our own faith. Next we proclaim that gospel message to others. So Jesus told his disciples that repentance and forgiveness should be preached in his name “to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:47). Then he said, “You are witnesses of these things” (Luke 24:48). Like all the resurrection stories in Luke, this one ends with witness (see Luke 24:9–10, 33–35). 


  Thus the Easter sermon of Jesus Christ is a missionary sermon for the world. This had been God’s plan from the beginning. He was never the God of the Jews only; he had always had a heart for the world. This too was “written in the Scriptures.” The same Old Testament that said the Christ would suffer and rise again, and that promised repentance and forgiveness, also said that this saving gospel would be preached throughout the world. It would start in Jerusalem, of course, because that is where Jesus died and rose again, and also because that is what the Scripture promised (see Isa. 2:3; Joel 3:16). But the gospel would go from Jerusalem to the nations. 


  We see this missionary promise in every part of the Old Testament. We see it in the Law of Moses, which promised that God would bless all nations through the son of Abraham (see Gen. 12:2–3; 17:1–7; cf. Gal. 3:16, 29). We see it in the Prophets, who said, “I will make you as a light for the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (Isa. 49:6). We see it perhaps most clearly in the Psalms. Psalm 22, the same psalm that prophesied that Christ would suffer a God-forsaken death, also made this promise: “All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the LORD, and all the families of the nations shall worship before you” (Ps. 22:27). We find the same global promise in many of the praise psalms: “The LORD has made known his salvation; he has revealed his righteousness in the sight of the nations” (Ps. 98:2; cf. 96:3; 97:6; 100:1). 


  So it was written. The Old Testament promises of God included the missionary age of the church. If anyone understood the global reach of the gospel it was Luke. Since the beginning of this book, he has been preparing us to see that salvation is for all nations. He announced that Jesus came to bring peace on earth (Luke 2:14), that his salvation would be for all peoples (Luke 2:31), that it would be a light for the Gentiles (Luke 2:32). Luke quoted Old Testament stories about Gentiles coming to faith, like Naaman the Syrian, or the widow of Zarephath (Luke 4:25–27). He also told us stories about Gentiles coming to Jesus, like the Roman centurion with the dying servant (Luke 7:1–9). 


  Now the time had come for all the ancient promises to be fulfilled. Just as it was promised that the Christ would suffer and rise again, so it was promised that forgiveness would be preached to all nations. As far as the plan of God and the fulfillment of Scripture are concerned, the missionary work of the church is as necessary and as important as the cross itself, and as the empty tomb. The Bible thus teaches three great redemptive acts in history: the cross, the resurrection, and the missionary work of the church. The ancient promises to the nations must be fulfilled. As Spurgeon said, “there was a divine necessity that Christ should die, and an equally imperative must that he should arise again from the dead; but there is an equally absolute necessity that Jesus should be preached to every creature under heaven.”5 Therefore Jesus sent his apostles out on their mission to the world, which was really his mission to the world. This is why Jesus had invested so much of himself in these men, to the point of death. His plan all along was for these apostles to go global with the gospel. As eyewitnesses of the resurrection, they would preach repentance and forgiveness to all nations, through the crucified and risen Christ. 


  This is exactly what the apostles did: they shared Christ everywhere. Their story is told in the book of Acts, which is volume two of Luke’s collected writings—the sequel to his Gospel. In Acts we read that starting from Jerusalem the apostles went out into the world with the gospel. Again and again we are told that they were witnesses for Jesus (e.g., Acts 1:8; 2:32; 5:32), as Jesus said they would be. 


  The apostles witnessed the same way that Jesus preached. Their sermons were biblical. They did not preach merely on the basis of their personal experience (which they sometimes did and could do better than anyone). Instead, they also (and primarily) preached from the Old Testament (e.g., Acts 2:17–28; 13:26–41). Their sermons were Christ-centered; the apostles were always preaching the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. “You crucified him,” they said, “but God raised him up” (see Acts 2:23–24, 32; cf. 17:2–3). Their sermons were evangelistic. They said, “Repent . . . in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (see Acts 2:38). They preached this way to Gentiles as well as to Jews, for Jesus had told them to preach to all nations (see Acts 13:47–48; 17:30). Although it is true that we do not have the full text of Jesus’ Easter sermon in the Gospel of Luke, there is a sense in which the notes from that sermon are scattered throughout the New Testament, for it is the same message that the apostles always preached. 


  Today we continue to carry out that mission by multiplying gospel ministry to the world. Through the work of the church, and through the faithful ministry of Christian missionaries, repentance and forgiveness are proclaimed everywhere in the name of Jesus. Every time someone preaches a biblical sermon that gives people the gospel and calls them to repent for the forgiveness of their sins, the Easter sermon of Jesus Christ is preached all over again—his global, universal, missionary gospel. 


  We too are called to be witnesses. We are not eyewitnesses, of course, because we have not seen the risen Christ the way the apostles saw him. But we are witnesses nonetheless. We have heard the Easter sermon of Jesus Christ. We know the gospel message of the cross and the empty tomb. We believe God’s promise of the forgiveness of sins. So now we are the ones who carry the message of the apostles wherever we go in the world. Paul Beasley-Murray said, “The task of every disciple—and not just of every preacher—is to interpret the significance of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus for others, and in doing so to spell out the gospel offer of forgiveness and the gospel demand for repentance.”6


  When we think of the nations, we should not think only of people who live far away. The “nations” includes all the people who are outside the family of God, who do not yet believe that Jesus died for them on the cross, or that their sins can be forgiven. In fact, some of the people who are farthest away from God are the people who are closest to us. Who will be their witness? 


  After almost a decade of going to the same barber, I finally had the perfect chance to share the gospel. My friend’s mother-in-law had died the week before, and he had been deeply affected by something strange that happened in her final days. The woman had pancreatic cancer and against every medical expectation she had lingered in extremis for weeks. The barber knew why: she was not ready to die, so she kept herself alive by sheer force of will. For days she lay on her hospital bed, seemingly unresponsive. Then suddenly she sat up with a loud cry, turned her head, and moved her arm wildly. Everyone in the room was shocked. They were also deeply troubled, for to some of them it seemed that she was fending off a demon—a demon that was trying to capture her soul. 


  My barber wanted to know what I thought about what had happened (because I was a “priest,” he said, I was the person to ask). I told him that the passage from this life to the next is a great mystery, and that I did not have any opinion about what had happened to his mother-in-law. But I told him that I did know how to be ready to die and go to heaven: 


  “By trying to be a good person, right?” the barber said. 


  “No,” I said, “I’m sure that none of us can really be good enough for God. All we need to do is believe in Jesus.” 


  “But what does that mean?” he wanted to know—the kind of question that sometimes we have to wait a decade before we get a chance to answer. 


  “It means believing that Jesus died on the cross,” I said, “and believing that he rose again from the dead.” Immediately the barber said that he believed all of that. Then I said, “And it means telling God that you are sorry for your sins, and asking him to forgive you for Jesus’ sake.” 


  My friend did not say whether he was ready to repent or not; the conversation moved on, as it often does when we start talking about sin. But without repentance no one will ever see the kingdom of God. It is not enough simply to believe the basic facts of the gospel—that Jesus died and rose again. We also need to apply those facts to ourselves by saying, “Dear God, I am sorry that I am such a sinner. Please forgive me for Jesus’ sake.” 


  Anyone who repents and believes in Jesus’ name will be forgiven. This is the promise of God, as it was made in the Old Testament Scriptures, preached in the Easter sermon of Jesus Christ, and given to all people everywhere—every one of us. 
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 HE ASCENDED INTO HEAVEN

  Luke 24:49–53  


  Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up his hands he blessed them. While he blessed them, he parted from them and was carried up into heaven. (Luke 24:50–51) 


  Good writers know how to finish as well as they start. T. S. Eliot’s famous poem “East Coker,” from The Four Quartets, begins and ends with a beautifully matched, perfectly balanced pair of poetic lines. “In my beginning is my end,” the poem starts—a line that expresses the frail mortality of human existence. The poem closes with the same line in mirror image: “In my end is my beginning.” These words give a pleasing sense of closure and capture the meaning of the poem as a whole. 


  This is typical of a great work of literature: the beginning and the end are constructed to fit together harmoniously. The conclusion brings things full circle, reminding us where things began while at the same time showing how much progress has been made. There is a sense of completion, but also a sense of movement, and usually the future is full of promise. 


  Most of the books in the Bible end as well as they begin, and the Gospel of Luke is no exception. Luke may have had a journalist’s love for facts, but he also had a poet’s love for style. His Gospel thus ends where it began: at the temple in Jerusalem—the place where people went to meet with God. Back at the beginning, Zechariah the priest was in the Holy Place, offering incense on the altar of prayer (Luke 1:5–23). Here at the end we are back at the temple again; only now there is a large crowd of worshipers joyfully praising God for Jesus Christ. The salvation that was only anticipated at the beginning has fully come. 


  Another way to see how the beginning and the ending of Luke fit together is by comparing the coming of Christ to what might be called the “going” of Christ. Luke begins with the stories of the first Christmas—the coming of the Son of God. But he ends his Gospel with the story of the ascension, with Jesus Christ rising and returning to heaven. Here is how David Gooding describes the movement of the book: 


  Luke’s inspired presentation of Christ is arranged in two great movements: first the “Coming” of the Lord from heaven to earth; and then his “Going” from earth to heaven. . . . Appropriately, the climax of the “Going” shows the man, Jesus, rejected and crucified on earth, but now risen and ascending, being received up into glory. The “Coming” and the “Going”: between them they sum up Luke’s message of salvation. The pre-existent and eternal Son of God came to our world and became a man like us so that he might secure for us here in this world forgiveness, wholeness, peace with God and the certainty that God’s will shall eventually be done on earth even as it is done in heaven. But there is more. By his “Going” he has taken humanity to the pinnacle of the universe. . . . All who trust him will one day be brought to share his glory in that exalted realm, and to reign with him at his return.1


  


  

  

 

THE ASCENSION 

  The “Going” of Christ reaches its dramatic climax at the end of Luke’s Gospel. In the days and weeks following his resurrection, Jesus had been appearing to his disciples, and then disappearing, only to reappear again—“now you see him, now you don’t.” But he had promised that according to the Scriptures, it was necessary for Jesus to “enter into his glory” (Luke 24:26). A resurrection without an ascension would be unthinkable; according to the plan of God, there needed to be a suitable exaltation of the Christ. So the Gospel ends with an “indescribably august event, the ascension of the King.”2


  Luke simply tells us that Jesus “led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up his hands he blessed them. While he blessed them, he parted from them and was carried up into heaven” (Luke 24:50–51). Theologians call this “the ascension,” by which they mean the glorious elevation of Jesus Christ—his visible departure from earth and triumphant return to heaven, from which he will return on the last of all days to judge the world.3


  Luke describes this miraculous event more fully in his other best-seller, the book of Acts. From that book we know that Jesus was with his disciples for forty days, preaching the kingdom of God and giving many proofs of his resurrection (Acts 1:3). At the end of that extended spiritual and theological seminar, Jesus took his disciples to one of their favorite retreats, on the slopes of the Mount of Olives (Acts 1:12). They were near Bethany, which was the home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus. While they were there, Jesus ascended into heaven. 


  This important historical event is a wonderful truth that all Christians confess, but most people rarely contemplate. What does it mean that Jesus ascended into heaven? Is this merely something that we say when we recite the Apostles’ Creed, or is it something we understand with our minds, believe in our hearts, and celebrate with our praise? Do we understand that even the joys of Easter Sunday are surpassed by the glories of the ascension? 


  When Jesus was “carried up into heaven” (Luke 24:51), or “taken up into heaven,” as it says elsewhere (see Mark 16:19; Acts 1:11; 1 Tim. 3:16), he was removed from the presence of his disciples. This was not like the other sudden disappearances Jesus made after the resurrection. This time he did not simply vanish (see Luke 24:31), but ascended into heaven, rising from their sight on a glorious and mysterious cloud (see Acts 1:9). This marvelous cloud represented the presence of God and gave the ascension an air of finality. Here then is “the consummation of Christ’s earthly work,” writes Leon Morris, “the indication to His followers that His mission is accomplished, His work among them come to a decisive end.”4


  When he “ascended far above all the heavens” (Eph. 4:10), the Son of God returned to the place he left behind when he became a man (see John 17:5). He was restored to the glories of heaven and the worship of the heavenly angels. In leaving the world, he was going to the Father (see John 16:10, 28; 20:17), and when he returned to the presence of God, he took his exalted place at the Father’s right hand (see Acts 2:33; 7:56; Col. 3:1; Heb. 1:3; 10:12). This expression symbolically indicates his supreme dominion and authority over heaven and earth. The right hand of any ancient monarch was a place of exalted honor and royal government. Thus for Jesus to sit down at the right hand of the Father was to exercise equal and absolute rule over the entire universe. The risen Christ is the eternal King. He has “gone into heaven,” wrote the apostle Peter, “and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him” (1 Peter 3:22; cf. Ps. 110:1; 1 Cor. 15:27; Eph. 1:20–22; Phil. 2:9–11). 


  Understand that Jesus exercises this supreme authority as the God-man. He has never discarded the human nature that he assumed in his incarnation, but has ascended into heaven in bodily form. We have faith in the ascension of the body as much as we have faith in the resurrection of the body. The same Christ who was born and suffered in the body also ascended in the body. We believe in the bodily ascension of the crucified, risen, and glorified Christ. 


  This means that humanity itself has now been elevated to the most exalted place of highest possible authority. “The divine descended,” wrote Francis Turretin, “but the human ascended.”5 Comprehend this staggering thought: because of the bodily ascension of Jesus Christ, the dust of earth now sits on the throne of heaven. 


  By way of comparison, consider how awe-inspiring it is to touch a meteorite—a solid mass of metal or stone that has hurtled to the earth from some far place in outer space. A meteorite is an object from another world. But now consider how infinitely marvelous it is that the physical body of Jesus Christ, in all the humanity of our own flesh and blood, has taken up eternal residence in the heights of heaven. As Clement of Alexandria once said, “he was carried up into heaven so that he might share the Father’s throne even with the flesh that was united to him.”6


  One day we will see this for ourselves. The worthy Scottish theologian Thomas Boston said that when the people of God reach heaven, they will 


  see Jesus Christ, God and man, with their bodily eyes, as He will never lay aside the human nature. They will behold that glorious blessed body, which is personally united to the divine nature, and exalted above principalities and powers and every name that is named. There we shall see, with our eyes, that very body which was born of Mary at Bethlehem, and crucified at Jerusalem between two thieves: the blessed head that was crowned with thorns; the face that was spit upon; the hands and feet that were nailed to the cross; all shining with inconceivable glory.7


  


  

  

 

A PARTING GIFT 

  In the meantime, Jesus has given us two precious blessings—the blessings he gave his disciples when he ascended into heaven: a parting gift and a farewell benediction. These are both things that people often give their friends when they say good-bye, especially if they will be gone for a very long time, perhaps never to see them again. What a joy it is to receive a keepsake from a friend, and to hear someone say, “God bless you, my friend”—a benediction that places us under God’s care. These are the same blessings Jesus gave to his disciples: a parting gift and a farewell benediction. 


  The gift Jesus promised to give is the best of all gifts. “And behold,” he said to his disciples, “I am sending the promise of my Father upon you. But stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high” (Luke 24:49). What Jesus meant by the “promise” of his Father was the Third Person of the Trinity—the Holy Spirit himself. With this parting gift, Jesus gave his disciples the very power of God. 


  The word “promise” is the perfect word to use in this regard because God had long promised to send his people the Holy Spirit. In fact, the sending of the Spirit is one of the things Jesus said was written in the Scriptures (see Luke 24:46). The same Bible passage which said that the Christ would die and rise again (Luke 24:46), and which promised the preaching of repentance and forgiveness to all nations (Luke 24:47), also said that God would pour out the Holy Spirit on his people. 


  There was a time, for example, when God took the Spirit from Moses and gave it to his seventy elders. When this happened, Moses said he wished that God would pour his Spirit out on all his people (see Num. 11:29). This is exactly what the prophets promised. Isaiah prophesied that the Spirit would be “poured upon us from on high” (Isa. 32:15)—upon all the offspring of Jacob (Isa. 44:3). Ezekiel said that God would put his Spirit in people’s hearts (Ezek. 36:27). Joel said that in the last days God would pour his Spirit on all his people: men and women, young and old (Joel 2:28–29; cf. Ezek. 39:29). Jesus promised the same thing when he said that the Father would send the Spirit in the name of the Son (John 14:16–17, 26). The gift of the Holy Spirit is the promise of God—a gift that would come only if and when Jesus returned to the Father (see John 16:7). 


  The gift of the Spirit is absolutely essential and totally necessary for any effective ministry. Jesus was sending the apostles out to be his witnesses to the world. As they preached repentance and forgiveness through the cross and the empty tomb, they would be utterly dependent on the work of the Holy Spirit. How could they ever fulfill their calling to reach the world for Christ in their own strength? Without the Spirit, not even the preaching of the gospel would have any effect on people, because faith in Jesus and repentance for sin are gifts of the Holy Spirit. No one ever comes to faith in Christ without his regenerating work. But praise God! Jesus has sent us the Spirit he promised to send. He knew that we could never make it on our own; we need the power of God for ministry and for missions. We have that power by the presence and the work of the Holy Spirit. Our gospel does not come to people in words alone, “but also in power and in the Holy Spirit” (1 Thess. 1:5). 


  The gospel does this because Jesus fulfilled his promise, sending the Spirit on the day of Pentecost. With flames of fire and the rushing of a mighty wind, the Holy Spirit was poured out on the church (see Acts 2:1–4, 33). The Spirit has been with us ever since, clothing us with “power from on high,” just as Jesus promised. Now, by the gifts and graces of the Holy Spirit, even our own feeble efforts to share the gospel can bring people salvation. We should never be discouraged, but believe that whatever we do for Jesus may yet succeed by the Holy Spirit, who is the power of God. 


  One of the reasons this parting gift is so essential is that the missionary work of the gospel is so dangerous. Jesus told the apostles that they would be his witnesses (Luke 24:48). Strangely enough, the biblical word for “witness” (martys) ended up becoming the same word for “martyr.” This is almost certainly because almost all the first witnesses to the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ were killed for preaching the gospel. In the age of the apostles, witness was virtually synonymous with martyrdom. To this day, many Christians are persecuted for their faith in many places around the world. But we do not face this persecution alone: we have received the promise of God and therefore we always have the strengthening presence of the Holy Spirit. 


  This necessary gift happens to be the best legacy that Jesus could possibly leave us, because it is the gift of God himself. Like the Father and the Son, the Spirit himself is divine. This makes Luke 24:49 one of the most strongly trinitarian verses in the entire Bible. It is spoken by God the Son with reference to both the Father and the Spirit. Jesus is telling us that the gift of the Spirit is sent from the Father and the Son. To receive this parting gift, therefore, is to receive the gift of God himself. 


  What greater gift could God possibly give us than the gift of himself, in the person and the work of his Spirit? To have the Spirit is to know the truth of God’s Word, because the Spirit who inspired the Word also opens our minds and hearts to understand it. To have the Spirit is to know forgiveness, because the Spirit convicts the conscience and leads us to repent of our sin. To have the Spirit is to have eternal life, because the Spirit convinces us of the truth of the gospel and enables us to believe in Jesus Christ. Finally, to have the Spirit is to have God’s comfort in every trial we suffer, because when Jesus said that he would be with us always (see Matt. 28:20), he was talking about the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit, who is the comforting Helper of God (see John 14:16). 


  When he gives us the Spirit, Jesus is giving us himself, in all his saving grace. To receive the gift of the Holy Spirit, all we need to do is ask: God has promised to give his Spirit to anyone who asks in faith (see Luke 11:13). Thank God for this best of all gifts—the one gift that brings us all the blessings of God. Without the Spirit we would never believe the Bible. Without the Spirit we would never confess our sins. Without the Spirit we would never know Jesus for sure or receive eternal life. Thank God for the gift of his Spirit! 


  Some of the sweetest hymns praise God for the gift of the Holy Spirit. The German hymn writer Paul Gerhardt invoked the presence of the Spirit when he wrote: 


  Holy Ghost, dispel our sadness, pierce the clouds of sinful night;
 Come, O source of sweetest gladness, breathe your life and spread your light.
 From that height which knows no measure, as a gracious show’r descend;
 Bringing down the richest treasure man can wish or God can send.
 Come, O best of all donations God can give or we implore;
 Having your sweet consolations we need wish for nothing more.8


  


  Similarly, the Canadian hymn writer Margaret Clarkson praised Jesus for the best of all gifts: 


  For your gift of God the Spirit, pow’r to make our lives anew,
 Pledge of life and hope of glory, Savior, we would worship you.
 Crowning gift of resurrection sent from your ascended throne,
 Fullness of the very Godhead, come to make your life our own.9


  


  

  

 

A FAREWELL BENEDICTION 

  With the parting gift of the Holy Spirit came a second blessing, as Jesus gave his disciples a farewell benediction. “Lifting up his hands he blessed them,” and “While he blessed them, he parted from them and was carried up into heaven” (Luke 24:50). This is the perfect way for Luke to end his Gospel. It matches the way Luke began, with a priestly blessing for the people of God (Luke 1:68–69). It also enables the Gospel to end the same way a worship service ends: with a benediction. In other words, Luke ends with a verbal expression of the blessing of God, imparted with the gesture of a raised hand or outstretched arms. 


  The pronouncing of a benediction is an ancient and honorable tradition. When Aaron was ordained to serve as the first high priest of Israel, he “lifted up his hands toward the people and blessed them . . . and the glory of the LORD appeared to all the people” (Lev. 9:22–23). This became the tradition for all of Israel’s priests. The famous words of their traditional benediction are still used in the church today: “The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you; the LORD lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace” (Num. 6:24–26). 


  When Jesus blessed his apostles, he was serving as the final priest for the people of God.10 As a priest he had offered himself as the sacrifice for their sins on the cross. Now as their priest he also pronounced their benediction. Indeed, Jesus had become their benediction, for when he blessed his disciples, he blessed them with lifted hands that still bore the prints of the nails that crucified him and which therefore proclaimed his undying love for sinners. As Charles Wesley wrote in “Hail the Day That Sees Him Rise,” his beautiful hymn on the ascension: “See, he lifts his hands above! / See, he shows the prints of love! / Hark! His gracious lips bestow / blessings on his church below.” 


  The priestly blessing of Jesus Christ gives the assurance that our sins are forgiven. In the Old Testament, the blessing of the high priest followed the sacrifice of atonement and served to reassure God’s people of the forgiveness of their sins. So too the benediction of Jesus Christ follows his atoning work and helps us to know for sure that we are accepted by God. Here is how the Puritan Thomas Goodwin summarized the meaning of Christ’s farewell benediction: “I have been dead, and in dying made a curse for you; now that curse I have fully removed, and my Father hath acquitted me and you for it; and now I can be bold to bless you, and pronounce all your sins forgiven, and your persons justified.”11


  The blessing Jesus gave his disciples was the best of all blessings, for our Lord does not pronounce a benediction without also giving a blessing. As he ascended into heaven, Jesus kept blessing and blessing the apostles, giving them love and grace and mercy. He was blessing them on their way, for soon they would go out into the world as witnesses to the gospel. As they went, they would have both the gift of the Spirit and the blessing of Christ—the promise of his presence. What strength this gave them in ministry, what comfort in suffering, and what hope for the future: they had received the blessing of the risen and ascended Son of God. Here was the fulfillment of the ancient psalm: “May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us, that your way may be known on earth, your saving power among all nations” (Ps. 67:1–2). 


  We too are under the blessing of Jesus. This is the meaning of the benediction at the end of any proper worship service. In his book on corporate worship in the evangelical church, Robert Rayburn writes: “No worshipers should ever be sent forth to serve in their own strength. They must ever be dismissed in the name of the Lord with the assurance of the power and presence of the Triune God to accompany them always.”12


  The same Son who sent us the Spirit of the Father is blessing us today. We receive his benediction at the end of our worship. Whenever a minister pronounces the benediction, God’s blessing is repeated. It is as if Jesus himself is lifting his hands over us—nail-prints and all—to bless us with his grace. He is giving us strength for ministry, comfort in suffering, and hope for the future. He is calling us to serve as a blessing to the nations. Jesus blesses us and blesses us again, placing all our lives and all our service under his holy benediction. 


  

  

 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE ASCENSION 

  These are the two precious blessings Jesus bestowed on his disciples at the time of his ascension: the parting gift of the promised Spirit and his own farewell benediction as the Son of God. The gift and the blessing are closely related, for they both signify the ongoing presence of Christ with his church. However, this is only the beginning of all that could be said about the implications of the ascension. Although most people rarely meditate on what it means that Jesus ascended into heaven, the reality of his ascension is full of holy comfort and joyful strength for daily Christian living. 


  What does it mean to believe that Jesus ascended into heaven? “It means,” wrote Zacharias Ursinus, 


  that he did truly, and not merely in show, ascend into heaven, and is now there, and will be called upon at the right hand of God, until he shall come from thence to judge the world. And that he has ascended for my sake and thy sake, and now appears in the presence of God, makes intercession for us, sends us the Holy Spirit, and will at length take us to himself, that we may be with him where he is, and reign with him in glory.13


  


  The ascension of Jesus Christ means the forgiveness of our sins. Now that he has ascended into heaven, Jesus is our advocate at the throne of God’s justice, pleading that the eternal Judge will have mercy on our sins. As our defense attorney, so to speak, he raises his wounded hands in the courts of heaven as the proof that the price of our guilt is fully paid (see Heb. 9:24). 


  At the same time, the ascension means the answer to our prayers. The Bible says that Jesus “is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them” (Heb. 7:25; cf. Rom. 8:34). But this saving intercession depends on the fact of the ascension. It is because Jesus ascended into heaven that he is able to present our requests before the throne of God’s grace. Sadly, today there are thousands of people who e-mail their prayer requests to Jerusalem every day, paying for their petitions to be broadcast at the Western Wall or at other holy sites in Israel.14 Apparently the people who support this multimillion dollar business believe that God answers prayer only at the site of Israel’s ancient temple. But this is unnecessary: the risen and ascended Son answers our prayers everywhere by the omnipresence of the Holy Spirit. 


  The ascension of Jesus Christ also guarantees the effectiveness of our evangelism and the ultimate triumph of the gospel around the world, for in ascending to heaven, Jesus sent us the Spirit—the descent of the dove. Now, by the Spirit, people all over the world are turning away from their sins to worship the ascended Son of God. 


  The ascension means that Jesus is closer to us than ever. This is one of the great mysteries of the work of the Holy Spirit. Jesus told his disciples that actually it would be advantageous for them if he left and returned to heaven, because then the Holy Spirit would come (John 16:7) and enable them to do even greater works than he had done (John 14:12)! In his resurrection body, the person of Jesus could not be present in all places at all times. Rather, it is by the Holy Spirit that he is with us always (see Matt. 28:20). Yet the Spirit could not come to us unless he was sent by the Father and the Son, and he would not be sent until the Son returned to the Father. So rather than keeping us farther away from Jesus, the ascension actually brings him closer to us. His bodily absence means his spiritual omnipresence. 


  Then the ascension is the promise of our own exaltation to the presence of God. Without the ascension, there could be no second coming, and without the second coming, no return to heaven for the people of God. When Jesus ascended into heaven, the angels told the apostles that he would come back to earth the same way that he departed (Acts 1:11): with heavenly clouds of glory. When he returns at his second coming, Jesus will take us up to heaven with him, in our own resurrection bodies. His ascension is our ascension, just as his resurrection is our resurrection. As it says in the famous Easter hymn of Charles Wesley: “Soar we now where Christ has led, foll’wing our exalted Head; made like him, like him we rise; ours the cross, the grave, the skies.” Or consider the welcoming words of the poet John Donne, who invites us to “Salute the last and everlasting day. . . . Behold the Highest, parting hence away. . . . First he, and he first enters the way.”15 Jesus is the first to ascend, but only the first, for Hebrews says that Jesus has entered heaven “as a forerunner on our behalf ” (Heb. 6:20). 


  

  

 

A BENEDICTION OF OUR OWN 

  Whenever the truth of our own ascension into heaven has captured people’s minds and hearts, they have always responded with the highest praise. In his sermon on this great doctrine, Leo the Great celebrated the joy of following Christ into glory: “Our human nature, united with the divinity of the Son, was on the throne of his glory. The ascension of Christ is our elevation. . . . Let us exult, dearly beloved, with worthy joy and be glad with a holy thanksgiving. Today we not only are established as possessors of paradise, but we have even penetrated the heights of the heavens in Christ.”16


  Maybe this is why the disciples worshiped with such great joy in the days and weeks following the ascension. The first time Jesus told them how soon he would be leaving them, they were filled with sorrow (see John 16:6). Everything we know about these weak men and their needy dependence on Jesus leads us to expect them to be distraught by his departure. Yet when he ascended into heaven, “they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy, and were continually in the temple blessing God” (Luke 24:52–53). 


  Luke chooses his words very carefully. The word he uses for worship in verse 52 (proskyneō) is frequently used for the worship of God. Here it shows that the disciples knew who Jesus was. Having witnessed his ascension to divine glory, they knew for sure that he was the Christ, the divine Son of God, and that therefore he was worthy of all their worship. Then the word Luke uses for “blessing” in verse 53 is the same verb he used back in verse 51 (eulogeō). There is a reciprocal relationship here—a divine call and a human response. First Jesus blessed the disciples, and then the disciples blessed Jesus. Not that Jesus could ever be any more blessed than he already is, of course. Yet this is the appropriate way for us to adore his majesty: by blessing him for blessing us. The disciples pronounced a benediction of their own by glorifying Jesus as their crucified, risen, and ascended Lord. 


  The disciples worshiped Jesus early and they worshiped him often. For a while they lingered on the Mount of Olives, but soon they did what Jesus told them to do and went back to Jerusalem. There, as they waited for the gift of the Spirit, they joyfully kept worshiping day after day, not only in private homes, but also at the temple (see Acts 1:10–14). They were worshiping Jesus all the time, with “ineradicable joy, irresistible longing to glorify God, and deep gratitude.”17


  Anyone who knows the same Jesus they knew will have the same joy, the same longing, and the same gratitude. Do you know this Jesus—the one Luke wrote about in his Gospel? 


  Anyone who does not know him needs to know him for sure. Anyone who does know Jesus ought to worship him. Worship Jesus for his miraculous virgin birth—a birth celebrated by angels and welcomed by shepherds. Worship Jesus for his perfect obedience to the Father, even when he was tempted in the wilderness by the devil. Worship Jesus for the powerful miracles that cured the sick, healed the disabled, fed the hungry, and raised the dead. Worship him for the wisdom of his teaching—for all of his amazing parables and dramatic demands for discipleship. Worship him for the love he showed in seeking all the lost and lonely people we meet in Luke’s Gospel—sinners just like us, in all of their spiritual need. 


  Worship Jesus most of all for his saving work: his courageous sufferings, his atoning death, his triumphant resurrection, and last of all, his glorious ascension. After we have seen Jesus rising to heaven and returning to the Father, there is nothing more for us to say, except “Glory to God in the highest, and praise to Jesus the exalted Son!” 
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“Philip Ryken has provided the serious Bible student, the learning preacher,
and the growing Christian with an invaluable asset through his commentary
on Luke. His customary clarity and scholarship is presented in a style of
communication that is informative, inspiring and inviting. What a blessing for
the Kingdom: a faithful commentary which is also an absorbing page-turner.”
—Harry L. Reeper III, senior pastor, Briarwood Presbyterian Church,
Birmingham, AL

“Simply the finest expository commentary I have read in twenty years.
Combining keen biblical insight, doctrinal depth, and beautiful exposition,
Ryken’s Luke is a commentary of enduring value for the Church.”
—RicuarDp D. PurvLrips, senior minister, Second Presbyterian Church,
Greenville, SC
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“Following on from his Galatians volume, Phil Ryken provides us with
another cornucopia of insight and knowledge. Few portions of the Scripture
affect the way we understand what the church in the twenty-first century
should look like than does 1 Timothy, and few contemporary guides could
better guide us through these issues than Phil Ryken. This volume signals
preaching and teaching at its very best, a model for all preachers in our time.”
—DereEk W. H. THOMAS, professor of systematic and practical theology,

Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson, MS

Pratse FOR THE REFORMED ExPosiTorRY COMMENTARY SERIES AS A WHOLE:

“Those of us who regularly preach need commentaries that provide the best
biblical scholarship and also understand the practical challenges of today’s
pastorate. The Reformed Expository Commentary series, prepared by
Reformed preachers of great scholarly ability, ably speaks to both needs.”
—BRYAN CHAPELL, president, Covenant Theological Seminary, St. Louis, MO
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