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A Quick Overview of the Four Gospels 

Christianity as a movement owes its origin to the person and work of Jesus 

Christ, its Founder, Its Head. Except for a few fragmentary statements, the 

authentic records of his life are contained only in the four Gospels of Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, and John, which the Christian Churches have regarded as canonical 

from the earliest period of its history 

We have now come to study the Gospel of Luke, but before we do this it is 

advisable to overview the four Gospels altogether. The Sacred Scripture is the 

best teacher, because no Bible book is more valuable than the other, as we are 

dealing with and studying the most precious Word of God. Doing this review, 

may the Holy Spirit be your teacher as we look at the life of Christ from the 

Four Gospels, before we start the separate study of the Gospel of Luke.  

The four Gospels tell the same story from four different viewpoints. The central 

figure of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John is the God of the Universe, Jesus 

Christ. The Gospels give the true account of the life of Christ. 

Jesus has been perhaps the most misunderstood person who ever lived. Albert 

Schweitzer says of Christ, ñHe was a deluded fanatic who futilely threw away 
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his life on blind devotion to a mad dream . . . . There is nothing more negative 

than the critical study of the life of Christ.ò 

George Bernard Shaw said, ñA man who was sane until Peter hailed him as the 

Christ and who then became a monomaniac . . . his delusion is a very common 

delusion among the insaneéquite consistent with the . . . cunning and 

penetration which Jesus displayed in Jerusalem after his delusion had taken 

complete hold of him.ò 

Randolf Bultman says, ñI do indeed think we can now know almost nothing 

concerning the life and personality of Jesus.ò The truth is all we truly know 

about Jesus Christ is written in the Gospels. To know and understand the 

Gospels is to know and understand Jesus. 

Matthew addresses his Gospel to the Jews and portrays Christ as King. The 

Jews had long awaited the arrival of their Messiah, and it is to them that 

Matthew writes. Matthew traces the genealogy of Christ back to Abraham, the 

father of the Jews in chapter one. He traces the line from Abraham to Joseph 

(coming through the Jews), from David through Solomon (the kingly line), and 

through the line of His step father Joseph. 

Luke addresses his Gospel to the Greeks and presents Christ as the ñSon of 

Manò. This seems to be the Lordôs favourite title while on earth. His genealogy 

traces the line of Christ all the way back to Adam as the Son of Man. 

There is a seemingly contradiction in these two genealogies. Matthew 1:16 talks 

of Joseph being fathered by Jacob. Luke 3:23 speaks of Heli being the father of 

Joseph. The ancient world considered their sons-in-law to be their own sons. 

Therefore, Heli was really the father of Mary and father-in-law to Joseph. 

Mark  wrote to the Romans. The Romans were interested in action, not 

background information so Mark starts out with action. He left no genealogy. 

John takes Christôs genealogy all the way back to the beginning - or should I 

say ñin the beginningò. He presents Jesus Christ as the Son of God as he writes 

to the church. Jesus Christ is the Son of God, Son of Man, Son of a king. By 

looking at the four Gospels we get the full picture of who Christ was and is. 

Before getting into detail in the life of Christ. Let us make some general 

observations of the Books. Mark was probably the first Gospel account to be 

written. It can safely be dated between 50 and 55 AD. Todayôs scholarship has 

made Peter the author of the book of Mark in part because of its fast moving 

pace. The book is action oriented, but not because Peter wrote it. As was 

mentioned earlier, Mark was written to the Romans, an action focused people. 

Intentionally, Markôs Gospel details the actions of Christ. 
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The early church ascribed authorship of the book of Mark to Mark. He was the 

cousin of Barnabas and associate of Peter and Paul. I see no reason to disagree 

with the early church in favour of modern scholarship. Mark is clearly the 

author. 

A short outline of the Gospel of Mark 

The Period of PreparationðMark1:1 -13  

Ministry of John (1:1-8) 

Baptism of Jesus (1:9-11) 

Temptation of Jesus (1:12, 13) 

The Galilean MinistryðMark 1:14-9:50  

First Period (1:14-3:12) 

Second Period (3:13-7:23) 

Third Period (7:24-9:50) 

The Perean MinistryðMark 10:1-52 

Passion WeekðMark 11:1-15:47 

Triumphal Entry (11:1-11) 

Cleansing the temple (11:15-19) 

The Olivet Discourse (13:1-37) 

The Last Supper (14:12-25) 

The crucifixion and burial (15:21-47  

The ResurrectionðMark 16:1-20 

The Great Commission (16:15-18) 

The Ascension (16:19, 20) 
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To Summarise: 

Author  Recipient Time Period 
Christ Pictured 

As 

Matthew The Jews 55-60 AD King 

Mark The Romans 50-55 AD Servant 

Luke The Greeks 64-70 AD Son of Man 

John The Church 69-90 AD Son of God 

 

The Gospel of Luke was written sometime between 64 and 70 AD. There can be 

no doubt that the physician Luke was the human author. Luke had many 

personal contacts with the Apostles and other eye witnesses. He was a travelling 

companion of the apostle Paul (II Timothy 4:11). His Greek cultural 

background, his intellectual training, and his intimate contact with Christôs 

followers suited him perfectly to write his Gospel to the Greeks (Luke 1:1-4). 

Luke 19:10, ñFor the Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was 

lostò, sums up the Gospel according to Luke. Jesus Christ was born to be the 

Saviour of the world to seek us out and to save us from ourselves. Luke uses the 

term ñSon of Manò more than any other writer and expresses Christ in His 

humanity as much as in His deity. 

A brief outline of the Gospel of Luke: 

(To be detailed later in the Ebook) 

The Gospelô PrefaceðLuke 1:1-4 

Preparation for the Saviourôs MissionðLuke 1:5-4:13 

The Forerunner (1:5-80) 

Birth and childhood of the Saviour (2:1-52) 

The Preparation of the way by the forerunner (3:1-20) 

Baptism, Genealogy, and Temptation (3:21-4:13) 

The Galilean MinistryðLuke 4:19-9:50 

Journey from Galilee to JerusalemðLuke 9:51-19:44 

The Saviourôs last earthly daysðLuke 19:45-23:56 

Resurrection, appearance, and ascensionðLuke 24:1-53  
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The Gospel of Matthew is next. The purpose of Matthewôs Gospel was to 

present Jesus as the long awaited Messiah of the Old Testament and His 

messianic mission of bringing the Kingdom of God to man. Daniel chapter two 

describes the coming Kingdom of Christ and the destruction of all earthly 

kingdoms. It is generally accepted that Matthew, the Disciple was the author of 

the Book. His Gospel was written sometime between 55-60 AD. 

Matthewôs Gospel briefly outlined 

Christôs Birth and InfancyðMatthew 1:1-2:23 

Prelude to Christôs MinistryðMatthew 3:1-4:25 

Discourse 1: Righteousness of the KingdomðMatthew 5:1-7:29 

The Beatitudes (5:1-16) 

The Character of Kingdom Righteous (5:17-48) 

The Practice of Kingdom Righteousness (6:1-7:12) 

The Choice of the kingdom (7:13-27) 

The Manner of Jesusô Teaching (7:28, 29) 

Narrative 1: Deeds of the KingdomðMatthew 8:1-9:38 

Discourse 2: Proclamation of the KingdomðMatthew 10:1-42 

The Mission of the Preachers (10:1-15) 

The Expected Response (!0:16-42) 

Narrative 2: The Presence of the KingdomðMatthew 11:1-12:50 

Discourse 3: Mystery of the KingdomðMathew 13:1-58 

The Parable of the Sower (13:1-9) 

Parables Explained (13:10-23) 

Other Parables (13:24-52) 

The Response of Jesusô Parables (13:53-58) 

Narrative 3: Crisis of the KingdomðMatthew 14:1-27 

Discourse 4: Fellowship of the KingdomðMatthew 18:1-35 

Humility (18:1-20) 
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Forgiveness (18:21-35) 

Narrative 4: Conflict caused by the Kingdom--Matthew 19:1-23:39 

Discourse 5: Future of the KingdomðMatthew 24:1-25:46 

The Olivet Discourse (24:1-36) 

Warnings and readiness (24:37-25:30) 

Judgment of Nations (25:31-46) 

Passion of the KingðMatthew 26:1-27:66 

The ResurrectionðMatthew 28:1-20 

The above Gospels are called Synoptic Gospels. The Gospels of Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke in the New Testament. Since the 1780s, the first three books of 

the New Testament have been called the Synoptic Gospels because they are so 

similar in structure, content, and wording that they can easily be set side by side 

to provide a synoptic comparison of their content. (The Gospel of John has a 

different arrangement and offers a somewhat different perspective on Christ.) 

The striking similarities between the first three Gospels prompt questions 

regarding the actual literary relationship that exists between them. This question, 

called the Synoptic problem, has been elaborately studied in modern times. 

Let us detail the Synoptics a little more.  

A careful comparison of the four Gospels reveals that Matthew, Mark and Luke 

are noticeably similar, while John is quite different. The first three Gospels 

agree extensively in language, in the material they include, and in the order in 

which events and sayings from the life of Christ are recorded. (Chronological 

order does not appear to have been rigidly followed in any of the Gospels, 

however.) Because of this agreement, these three books are called the Synoptic 

Gospels (syn, ñtogether withò; optic, ñseeingò; thus ñseeing togetherò). For an 

example of agreement in content see Mt 9:2ï8; Mk 2:3ï12; Luke 5:18ï26. An 

instance of verbatim agreement is found in Matthew 10:22a; Mark 13:13a; Luke 

21:17. A mathematical comparison shows that 91 percent of Markôs gospel is 

contained in Matthew, while 53 percent of Mark is found in Luke. Such 

agreement raises questions as to the origin of the Synoptic Gospels. Did the 

authors rely on a common source? Were they interdependent? Questions such as 

these constitute what is known as the Synoptic Problem. Several suggested 

solutions have been advanced: 
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The use of oral tradition. Some have thought that oral tradition had become so 

stereotyped that it provided a common source from which all the Synoptic 

writers drew. 

The use of an early Gospel. Some have postulated that the Synoptic authors all 

had access to an earlier Gospel, now lost. 

The use of written fragments. Some have assumed that written fragments had 

been composed concerning various events from the life of Christ and that these 

were used by the Synoptic authors. 

Mutual dependence. Some have suggested that the Synoptic writers drew from 

each other with the result that what they wrote was often very similar. 

The use of two major sources. The most common view currently is that the 

Gospel of Mark and a hypothetical document, called Quelle (German for 

ñsourceò) or Q, were used by Matthew and Luke as sources for most of the 

materials included in their Gospels. 

The priority and use of Matthew. Another view suggests that the other two 

Synoptics drew from Matthew as their main source. 

The priority and use of Luke. A similar view suggests that the other two 

Synoptics drew from Luke as their main source. 

A combination of the above. This theory assumes that the authors of the 

Synoptic Gospels made use of oral tradition, written fragments, mutual 

dependence on other Synoptic writers or on their Gospels, and the testimony of 

eyewitnesses. 

Complete independence. Some hold that the Synoptic writers worked 

independently of each other. According to this view, the similarðsometimes 

even verbatimðchoice and order of words and events are best explained by the 

infallible guidance of the Holy Spirit on the authors. 

 

 The Gospel of John 

Johnôs Gospel is last, but certainly not least. Written to believers, Johnôs Gospel 

pictures the divinity of Christ. The book of John was the last to be written 

sometime between 69-90 AD. It was written by John the Disciple who also 

wrote I, II, III John and Revelation. 

Johnôs Gospel can be outlined as followed: 

Revelation of the Word in EternityðJohn 1:1, 2 

Revelation of the Word in CreationðJohn 1:3, 4, 9 

Revelation of the Word in RedemptionðJohn 1:5-21, 25 

The Opening Witness of the New DispensationðJohn 1:29-51 
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Mirac les and Public DiscoursesðJohn 2:1-12:11 

The Passion WeekðJohn 12:12-19:42 

The Risen LordðJohn 20:1-21:25  

These outlines of the four Gospels are for your further study purposes only. As 

we continue we will not use these outlines, but go in some different directions. 

However, the outlines do give a good overview of how each book has been 

written. In the next study we will look at the early life of Christ.  

Before closing this chapter to start the analytic study of the Gospel of Luke, 

some more details around the Gospel of John the Evangelist, sometimes called 

the ñMystical Johnò, a Gospel together with the three Epistles or Letters in 

favour by the Mystics. 

This Gospel is the latest of the four main Gospels. Scholars have argued for 

centuries about the exact date it might have been written. As recently as the 

1985 one well-known scholar (J A T Robinson) put it as early as around 65. But 

most agree that it reached its final form no earlier than 100. Many think it was 

written around 20 years later than that. 

From the earliest times John's Gospel has been recognised as very different from 

the other three (usually known as the Synoptic Gospels from the Greek 

synoptikos, meaning "having a common view of") which are similar to each 

other in form, outline and content. 

Not only does John's Gospel have a different feel in terms of how it treats the 

person of Jesus, but it is clearly a different type of writing altogether. Some 

specific differences are: 

¶ Jesus isn't portrayed as saying much about how we should behave. That 

is, moral and ethical issues are given a back seat.  

¶ The other gospels contain quite a number of accounts in which Jesus casts 

out demons. John's Gospel has none. 

¶ One of the characteristics of the Synoptic Jesus is that he regularly 

interacts and eats with disreputable people. He doesn't do that in John's 

Gospel - the tax collectors, whores and poor people don't get a show. 

¶ The Gospel features Jewish priests and those of Pharisaic group. But it 

doesn't mention the Sadducees, Zealots, or Jewish scholars or elders. 

¶ In John's Gospel, Jesus performs "signs" specifically in order to 

demonstrate that he is the Son of God. In the Synoptics, he refuses to do 

this - and the teaching that he is the Son of God is somewhat ambiguous 

and mixed up with the title of "Son of Man." 
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¶ John's Gospel contains long discourses by Jesus, reported as though they 

were taken down verbatim. Nothing like these appears in the other three 

Gospels. 

¶ All the gospels are more concerned with imparting a certain view of Jesus 

than with telling us "what really happened" - what we today call history. 

John's Gospel contains little history. It is much more like an extended 

theological tract. The author's main concern is with theology. The opening 

section is an excellent example of this sort of development. 

These and many other differences were recognised as early as Clement of 

Alexandria (died about 215).   

But I am here concerned mainly with the historical Jesus. Only some 20 percent 

of the Synoptic Gospels can be classed as what Jesus really said or did. Almost 

none of this material appears in John's Gospel. In short, however convincing the 

contents of John's may seem, very little of it is confirmed by the other gospel 

authors. 

In such a situation one might hope that other contemporary authorities might 

back up John's Gospel. For example, the work of the Hebrew-Roman Josephus 

predates John's Gospel by about 20 years. He witnessed many events in 

Palestine in the second half of the first century. He wrote a history of events 

before and during his lifetime. But it's clear that he often exaggerates and relies 

on unsatisfactory information. Despite that, he provides our only detailed record 

of Palestine and the times during which Jesus lived and died. Once historians 

have made allowances for his methods, and taken into account his private 

motivations, a good historical record remains. 

Some of Josephus' information backs up the gospels. That Jesus lived is 

confirmed (though later Christians have probably tampered with the relevant 

passage). John the Baptist gets a larger mention than Jesus. And many of the 

smaller details about rulers of the time are included by Josephus, some of them 

showing up errors by the gospel authors. But by-and-large, the gospels - and 

especially John's Gospel - stand alone. Because they are not backed up by 

external sources, they don't meet the requirements of top-class historical 

documents.  

They should therefore be carefully examined if they are to serve as a good 

Christian source of a Jesus of history. Scepticism is the watchword in this 

respect. 
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All this is not to say categorically that John's Gospel isn't authentic history 

through and through. Perhaps it's better history than the Synoptics, as some have 

claimed. But the problem is that nobody can prove it. The book may be excellent 

theology. But it isn't good history in the sense that historians at large would class 

it as such. The Synoptic Gospels in contrast have much information in common. 

This helps sort out their theology from their history. But we have no other 

sources to confirm most of what is in John's Gospel. 

Many Christians nevertheless hang onto it with what I think is considerable 

desperation. It seems to me that they do so because they approve of its theology, 

not because they can make a good case for it being "what Jesus really said and 

did". There is nothing intrinsically wrong with that.  

On the other hand, unless theology is in some sense based upon the Jesus of 

history, it can't rightly claim any more authority than any other religious or 

philosophical system. Christianity has always claimed to be based upon a real 

man, who actually existed and who really did say and do certain things. This 

claim supersedes all other claims. The Christian faith is, in other words, not a 

man-made system of belief. Its basics are founded upon something that really 

happened. 

That John's Gospel isn't good history is a comparatively recent discovery. Only 

in the last two hundred years has a majority of Christian scholars agreed on this 

fact. For many centuries Christians of all persuasions have taken the long 

speeches of Jesus as verbatim accounts of what Jesus said. Many still do. It was 

supposed that they were recorded or remembered by that young disciple who 

fled naked when Jesus was arrested (Mark 14.51). In other words, Christian 

tradition took precedence over history in authenticating the life of Jesus. 

In the first four or five hundred years of the Church's life, the entire New 

Testament was accepted as having come direct from God. The gospels, and 

John's Gospel in particular, were therefore used as the basis for much early 

theology. John's Gospel took precedence over the Synoptic Gospels probably 

because it seemed to early theologians and Church leaders to contain detailed 

information about Jesus. I don't think it is going too far to say that traditional 

Christian theology is largely derived from this Gospel. 

John's Gospel differs from the Synoptic Gospels in some other ways also. For 

example, Luke's Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles show an affinity with 

Greek culture and some ignorance of Jewish culture. The author of John's 

Gospel, in contrast, seems well-informed about Jewish doctrines and practices.  
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Despite this affinity to Jewish culture, the Gospel is strongly anti-Jewish. The 

Synoptic Gospels also contain some anti-Jewish material, but in them this 

element is much more muted. It seems that this stance - which appears 

deplorable to us today - may have been stimulated by conflict with Hebrew 

authorities in the very early years when the first Christians still thought of 

themselves as Hebrew. It may also have been stimulated by occasional 

persecutions of Jewish people by Roman authorities, in particular in the late first 

and early second centuries. These persecutions may have given Christians 

encouragement in their prejudice. 

One scholar suggests, with considerable credibility, that this anti-Semitism came 

about because John's author may have been part of a group of Jewish Christians 

expelled from a Jewish synagogue congregation towards the end of the first 

century (see John 9.22). Interestingly, Steve Mason shows how Josephus 

writings survived to a great extent because they were used to reinforce early 

Christian anti-Semitism. 

The other Gospels, Matthew in particular, contain indications of a conflict 

between the first Christians and Jewish authorities - but only John's Gospel is 

clearly anti-Jewish. Unfortunately for us all, Christian anti-Semitism over the 

centuries has been encouraged because the Bible has been seen as God's 

revelation. If the Bible - and especially John's Gospel as the most "accurate" and 

most "complete" piece of the New Testament - is perceived like this, there is 

ample (though, it turns out, unjustified) reason for Christians to think in anti-

Semitic terms. 

Other features - such as the use of the Greek word kosmos to denote the entire 

civilised world - indicate that the community for whom this Gospel was written 

might already have been perceiving themselves in the context of the Roman 

Empire, rather than as a small sect still essentially part of the Middle-Eastern 

Jewish establishment. 

In selecting those parts of John's Gospel for inclusion as good history, I have 

tried to be generous. But John's material differs so radically from the Synoptics 

that it has proved difficult to include any but a small part of the total. 

Take John's account of John the Baptist as an example, which I have left out of 

the historical part of John's Gospel. The outline is similar to the Synoptic 

accounts. But detail is so different that the Johannine version can't be 

harmonised with the other gospels. Details such as 1.28, "All this took place in 

Bethany on the far side of the Jordan" are not confirmed by the Synoptics. 
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Because John's Gospel is our only source for this information we can't say that 

it's good history. It may be - we just don't know. 

In this respect, then, we can confirm through John that Jesus had some sort of 

connection with John the Baptist. (Note that this Gospel has no account of his 

baptism by John the Baptist, although it's easy to assume that John's reported 

words in 1.31-34 means that he did baptise Jesus.) And we can suppose that 

some of John's followers attached themselves to Jesus (1.35-37). More than that 

is to stretch the available evidence too far. 

Then again: John's Gospel confirms that Jesus attacked the money changers and 

sellers of animals in the Temple. But this event is placed right at the beginning 

of the Gospel, not towards the end as in the Synoptics. In addition, it doesn't 

take much of an eye to recognise heavy insertion of theology by John's author in 

comparison with the plainer accounts of the other Gospels. He says, for 

example, "Destroy this temple and I will resurrect it in three days" - so giving 

place to early theology about the resurrection after three days. 

Such examples could be multiplied. But the conclusion is the same as that for 

the non-historical parts of the Synoptic Gospels which, though they may be 

"what really happened," don't meet the criteria for good history. The author of 

John's Gospel no doubt used older traditional sources for some of his records - 

but, if so, not much of it matches the sources used by the authors of Mark, 

Matthew and Luke.  

His primary purpose, it seems, was not to write history but to interpret the 

theological meaning of the life and person of Jesus for his group of Christians. 

This he did with long theological discourses for which there is zero evidence 

that they were what Jesus actually said. They are his own thoughts expressed as 

the words of Jesus. He also made his own theological points by arranging the 

order of events according to his personal scheme (as did all the gospel authors). 

In short, the Gospel of John contains almost no good history and therefore 

shouldn't be used as information about what Jesus really did and said. It wasn't 

designed to be history and we shouldn't read it that way. It's actually a 

theological treatise and as such may be most useful. 

So if we want to know more about what some very early Christians thought 

about Jesus, it's a good guide. But if we want to interpret Jesus for ourselves, I 

think it's better to stick with the historical information we can sift out from 

John's Gospel and the Synoptic Gospels. 
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The Gospel of Luke Explained 

 

The Source 

Of the three Synoptic Gospels Luke affords the greatest amount of information 

concerning its own beginning. Its author, who does not give his own name, 

supplied a literary introduction stating his aims in writing it, the methods that he 

employed, and his relationships to his contemporaries who had attempted the 

same thing. This introduction (Luke 1:1-4) is the key to the book and to the book 

of Acts also, if Luke-Acts is regarded as a unit. 

From the introduction a number of inferences may be drawn: 
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1. In the time of the writer a number of works were extant that contained 

only a partial, or possibly a garbled account of Jesus' life and work. The 

author would not have written a Gospel of his own had he been perfectly 

satisfied with any of those that he knew. 

2. These accounts had attempted some systematic arrangement of available 

facts ("to draw up a narrative"-1:1). 

3. These facts were well known to the Christian world and were accepted 

independently of the narratives. Luke says that they "have been fulfilled 

among us" (1:1). 

4. The author felt himself at least as well informed as the others and as 

capable of writing an account on his own responsibility ("it seemed good 

to me also"). 

5. His information came from competent official sources ("who from the 

beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word"-1:2). 

6. He was conversant with the facts, either by observation or by inquiry, 

and he was certainly a contemporary of the main course of action in the 

sense that he lived in the generation of those who had witnessed it. The 

term translated "having traced the course of all things"
1
 is the same as the 

one used in II Timothy 3:10-11, where Paul said that Timothy had 

"followed" his "teaching, conduct . . . what things befell me at Antioch, at 

Iconium, at Lystra." The language does not imply that Timothy was 

present with Paul at every occasion in these cities, but it does indicate that 

he was a contemporary of Paul and that he had some firsthand knowledge 

of these affairs. 

The word anóthen, translated "from the first" in the A. R. V., has been a source of 

some controversy. As used in the Johannine writings and in James (1:17) it means 

almost invariably "from above." It is used only twice by Luke, here and in Acts 

26:5. In the latter passage, which is a speech of Paul, it cannot possibly mean 

"from above," but must mean "beforehand," "from some time back." Knowling 

says that Paul was referring to the beginning of his public education in 

Jerusalem.
2
 Singularly enough, the only use of the word in the Pauline epistles 

(Gal. 4:9) means "back again," a reference to former time. While it could be 

rendered "from above" in Luke 1:3, such a translation is not necessitated by the 

context, and certainly would not be uniform with other Lukan and Pauline 

language. 
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The translation of an ambiguous term is always best determined by the current 

usage of the author; and since the rendering of the A.R. V. is in accord with that 

usage, it is retained here. 

On this basis it may be understood that the author is claiming a contemporary 

knowledge of facts that was not acquired recently. His knowledge of Christ went 

back over a number of years of his life, during which he had associated with 

apostles, eyewitnesses, and possibly with personal friends or relatives of the 

Lord Jesus. The urge of the Holy Spirit that made him an author controlled the 

choice of incidents that he recorded and the language in which he wrote them. 

7. Luke's knowledge covered all of the major facts. His Gospel contains 

many particulars that do not appear in the others and is the most generally 

representative life of Christ. 

8. He professed to write accurately and in logical order. His use of the term 

"in order" does not necessarily presuppose chronological order, but it does 

mean that he had a definite plan of procedure and that he intended to 

adhere to it. 

9. Luke's addressee was probably a man of the upper class who may be 

called here by his baptismal name, Theophilus, which meant literally 

"lover of God" or "loved by God." The epithet "most excellent" was 

generally applied only to officials or to members of the aristocracy. 

Perhaps he was a convert of Luke, or a patron who assumed responsibility 

for circulating Luke's works. 

10. This addressee had already been informed orally concerning Christ, 

perhaps through the preaching that he had heard, but he needed further 

instruction to stabilize him and convince him of the truth. 

11. Luke's obvious purpose was to give to his friend complete knowledge of 

the truth. 

From the foregoing deductions one may conclude that the author was a man who 

possessed literary gifts and knew how to make use of them in presenting the 

message of Christ. Who was he? 

Luke, the Author 

The identity of the author depends on the relation of the Third Gospel to the 

book of Acts. If Luke and Acts were written by the same person, one can apply 

to Luke such evidence concerning the author as may be internal to Acts, and 

vice versa. In Acts the author was undoubtedly a participant in many of the 

events that he described, for he frequently used the pronoun "we." The "we" 
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sections have become a useful guide for determining the interests, character, and 

possible identity of the writer. 

The first of these is found in Codex Bezae (D), a manuscript of the sixth 

century, whose readings are often exceptional, as is this one. It is located in Acts 

11:28, and reads: 

And there was great rejoicing, and when we gathered together, one of their 

number, named Agabus, spoke, indicating that a great famine was about to 

take place over the whole world. . . . 

Since this reading occurs only in Codex Bezae it is generally rejected; but if it is 

genuine, it makes the writer a member of the early church at Antioch during the 

ministry of Barnabas and Saul. 

The first generally accepted reference begins with Acts 16:10, at Paul's 

departure from Troas on his second missionary journey. The writer accompanied 

him from Troas to Philippi, where the references to the first person plural cease 

with the discussion of Paul's imprisonment (16:17, 19-34). Probably the writer 

was present at Philippi but was not arrested. The "we" sections reappear at Paul's 

return to Macedonia as recorded in Acts 20:6ff. 

From this point the "we" sections remain throughout the book, although the 

writer does not seem to be in evidence during the imprisonment of Paul at 

Caesarea. Nevertheless, he accompanied Paul on the voyage to Rome (27: lff. ) 

and stayed with him until the end of the story. 

The relation of Luke to Acts is close. Both documents are addressed to the same 

person, Theophilus. The introduction to Acts dovetails exactly with the content of 

Luke when it says that "the former treatise" concerned "all that Jesus began both 

to do and to teach" (Acts 1:1). The stress on the resurrection and the teaching 

ministry of the forty days accords well with the content of Luke 24. The emphasis 

in Acts on the place of the Holy Spirit is exactly like that of the Gospel. Adolph 

Harnack
1
 has shown that in vocabulary and in style there is a close agreement 

                                           
1
 Adolf von Harnack (also Adolf Harnack ) was born at Dorpat (now Tartu) in Estonia on 

May 7, 1851. In such seminal works as The History of Dogma (1886ï89) and The History of 

Ancient Christian Literature (1893ï1904), Harnack sought to demonstrate that the relevance 

of Christianity to a modern world lay not in theological dogmatism but in the understanding 

of the religion as a historical development. He was ennobled (with the addition of von to his 

name) in 1914. Harnack's father, Theodosius Harnack, was a professor of pastoral theology at 

the University of Tartu. Adolf studied at the local University of Tartu (1869ï1872) and at the 

University of Leipzig, where he took his degree; and soon afterwards (1874) began lecturing 

as a Privatdozent. These lectures, which dealt with such special subjects as Gnosticism and 

the Apocalypse, attracted considerable attention, and in 1876 he was appointed professor 
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extraordinarius. In the same year he began the publication, in conjunction with Oscar Leopold 

von Gebhardt and Theodor Zahn, of an edition of the works of the Apostolic Fathers, Patrum 

apostolicorum opera, a smaller edition of which appeared in 1877. Three years later Harnack 

was called to Giessen as professor ordinarius of church history. There he collaborated with 

OL von Gebhardt in Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Litteratur 

(1882 sqq), an irregular periodical, containing only essays in New Testament and patristic 

fields. In 1881 he published a work on monasticism, Das Mönchtum ð seine Ideale und seine 

Geschichte (5th ed., 1900; English translation, 1901), and became joint-editor with Emil 

Schürer of the Theologische Literaturzeitung. 

In 1885 Harnack published the first volume of his Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte or 

History of Dogma (3rd ed. in three volumes, 1894ï1898; English translation in seven 

volumes, 1894ï1899). In this work Harnack traced the rise of dogma, by which he 

understands the authoritative doctrinal system of the 4th century and its development down to 

the Protestant Reformation. He considered that in its earliest origins Christian faith and Greek 

philosophy were so closely intermingled that much that is not essential to Christianity found 

its way into the resultant system. Therefore Protestants are not only free, but bound, to 

criticize it; for a Protestant, dogma cannot be said to exist. An abridgment of this appeared in 

1889 with the title Grundriss der Dogmengeschichte (3rd ed., 1898). 

In 1886 Harnack was called to Marburg; and in 1888, in spite of violent opposition from the 

conservative church authorities, to Berlin. In 1890 he became a member of the Academy of 

Sciences. At Berlin, somewhat against his will, Harnack was drawn into a controversy on the 

Apostles' Creed, in which the party antagonisms within the Prussian Church had found 

expression. Harnack's view was that the creed contains both too much and too little to be a 

satisfactory test for candidates for ordination; he preferred a briefer symbol which could be 

rigorously exacted from all (cf. his Das Apostolische Glaubensbekenntnis. Ein geschichtlicher 

Bericht nebst einer Einleitung und einem Nachwort, 1892). 

In Berlin, Harnack continued writing. In 1893 he published a history of early Christian 

literature down to Eusebius of Caesarea, Geschichte der altkirchlichen Literatur bis Eusebius 

(part 2 of vol. 5., 1897); and in 1900 appeared his popular lectures, Das Wesen des 

Christentums (5th ed., 1901; English translation, What is Christianity? 1901). One of his later 

historical works, Die Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums in den ersten drei 

Jahrhunderten (1902; English translation, The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the 

First Three Centuries, in two volumes, 1904-1905), was followed by some important New 

Testament studies (Beitrage zur Einleitung in das neue Testament, 1906 sqq.; Engl. trans.: 

Luke the Physician, 1907; The Sayings of Jesus, 1908). 

Harnack was one of the most prolific and stimulating of modern critical scholars, and trained 

up in his "Seminar" a whole generation of teachers and ministers who carried his ideas and 

methods throughout the whole of Germany and beyond. His distinctive characteristics were 

his claim for absolute freedom in the study of church history and the New Testament; his 

distrust of speculative theology, whether orthodox or liberal; his interest in practical 

Christianity as a religious life and not a system of theology. Some of his addresses on social 

matters were published under the heading "Essays on the Social Gospel" (1907). 
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between the two narratives. The argument is too long and complicated to be 

reproduced here, but the case for the unity of Luke-Acts seems to be fairly 

established. Such facts, then, as are true of the writer of Acts will be equally true 

of the writer of Luke, and may legitimately be used to fix his identity. 

Accordingly, the author of Luke-Acts may have been an Antiochian Gentile, 

converted in Antioch not more than fifteen years after Pentecost. He became a 

friend and associate of Paul and traveled with him on the second journey after 

meeting him at Troas (Acts 16:10). He remained at Philippi as pastor of the 

church while Paul pursued his itinerant ministry in Achaia and, after a visit to 

Antioch (18:22), in Asia Minor (19:1-41). When Paul returned to Philippi on the 

third journey, the author again joined his company (20:6). He went with him to 

the mainland of Asia, and thence accompanied him to Jerusalem. 

The four years of Paul's imprisonment give no reference to the writer's activities 

during that time, but at the close of the period he accompanied Paul to Rome, 

where Paul was about to stand trial before Caesar. 

This man, whose diary forms the best source of knowledge about Paul's missionary 

travels, must have been a close associate of the great apostle. Of the known 

traveling companions of this period, none fits the requirements except Luke. 

Identification is established chiefly by process of elimination. The writer was not 

Timothy, nor any of those mentioned in Acts 20:4-6, for obviously the writer and 

Paul did not accompany these on their trip from Philippi to Troas, but went later. If 

the lists of associates in Colossians (4:7-17) and Philemon (23-24) are used, 

Aristarchus can be eliminated as one of the list in Acts 20; Mark is not the writer, 

since in Acts he is mentioned in the third person; Epaphras' field of labor was not 

Philippi, but the cities of Asia Minor; Demas ended his course in disgrace (II Tim. 

4:10); Jesus Justus evidently was Jewish by ancestry, whereas the writer of Acts 

was not. Only Luke remains as a possibility. 

Internal evidence has some bearing on this conclusion. The author possessed high 

literary ability and was probably well educated. His language shows a definite 

Greek turn of mind. For instance, his use of the word "barbarians" in Acts 28:2 

does not imply that the inhabitants of Malta were crude savages, but it means only 

that they were not a Greek-speaking people. He was a keen observer, for the 

                                                                                                                                    
Harnack retired from his position at the University of Berlin in 1921 and died on June 10, 

1930 in Berlin. 
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twenty-seventh chapter of Acts gives the best account of ancient shipping that has 

come down from antiquity. A comparison of Mark 5:25-26 with Luke 8:43 shows 

that he had some interest in a physician's viewpoint, which would confirm the title 

given to Luke in Colossians 4:14: "Luke, the beloved physician." 

External tradition supports the conclusion that Luke, the physician and the friend 

of Paul, was the writer of the Third Gospel. Justin Martyr of the second century 

used this Gospel.
2
 Tatian employed it in the Diatessaron. Marcion included a 

revised form of it in his canon; and from the end of the second century onward it 

was widely quoted as Lukan. Tertullian alone quoted or alluded to the Lukan text 

more than five hundred times. 

Since the identity of the author is reasonably well established, some notice 

should be taken of his character and achievements. 

Briefly, he was a Greek-speaking Gentile by birth, who had received a good 

education and possessed considerable intellectual ability. He was probably one of 

the early converts of the first mission in Antioch. Nothing is known directly of 

his life until he met Paul at Troas, about A.D. 51. From Troas he went with Paul 

to Macedonia, where he became pastor of the Philippian church that was 

distinguished for its zeal and for its loyalty to its founder. Perhaps the "brother" 

mentioned in II Corinthians 8:22 is a reference to Luke. He may have been a 

blood-brother of Titus, who was himself connected with Antioch at an early date 

(Gal. 2:3). Corinthians suggests that this "brother" was of good repute in Achaia 

and that he was noted for his fame in the gospel. If the reference concerns Luke, 

he may have acted as Paul's representative all through Macedonia and Achaia 

while making headquarters at Philippi. 

When Paul returned to Philippi on his third journey, Luke rejoined him and went 

with him to Palestine. During Paul's stay in Jerusalem and the imprisonment in 

Caesarea no mention is made of Luke; but he cannot have been far away, for he 

shared the journey to Rome and wrote the record of the shipwreck (Acts 27). He is 

mentioned in the Prison Epistles (Col. 4:14; Philem. 24), where he is classed 

among the "fellow workers." From this point the data are extremely fragmentary 

and uncertain. He seems to have been with Paul during the last imprisonment 

immediately preceding his death (II Tim. 4:11). 

Luke was no mere spectator, viewing Christian truth from outside, but an active 

preacher and missionary himself. He was the first great church historian and 

literary apologist for Christianity. Since he was an associate of Paul his work 

                                           
2
 Cf. Luke 22:44 with Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Tryphon CIII. 
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might be expected to reflect the knowledge of Christ that was used in the 

preaching to the Gentiles. 

Date and Place 

Two termini fix within limits the time of the writing of Luke: it must have been 

written before Acts, and after the development of Christianity to the point where it 

would attract the attention of a Gentile inquirer like Theophilus. Acts was 

probably composed prior to the close of Paul's first imprisonment at Rome, since 

the abrupt ending of the bonk intimates that the author had no more to say. The 

Gospel was, of course, written after the close of the life of Jesus, and its prologue 

shows that already many others had attempted to write Gospels concerning the 

facts that were believed by a fairly extensive Christian community. Perhaps A.D. 

60 would serve as a median date, for by that time Luke would have been a 

Christian at least ten years or more, and would have traveled in Palestine, where he 

could have met many of those who had known Jesus in the flesh. He may have 

occupied the time while Paul was in prison by investigating the background of the 

life of Jesus, concerning whom he had heard so much and for whom he himself 

had been a missionary. 

Later datings have been assigned to Luke's Gospel on the ground of its alleged use 

of Mark, but the literary similarities between the Gospels can be explained on the 

basis of the common element of evangelistic preaching concerning Christ that was 

current in the apostolic church. Luke and Mark may have had personal contact at 

Antioch when John Mark first went there in the company of Barnabas and Saul. 

Although the date of A.D. 60 cannot be fixed dogmatically, it is as satisfactory as 

any later date would be. 

No clue is given in this Gospel concerning its place of writing. Probably it was 

written outside of Palestine, though it may have been composed at Caesarea. 

Most suggestions, including Rome, Caesarea, Achaia, Asia Minor, and 

Alexandria, are mere guesses. There is not even any good early tradition relating 

to the place of its origin. All that can be said is that it was written somewhere in 

the Hellenistic world by a man who worked among Gentiles. 

Content 

In general organisation the Gospel of Luke follows the main sequence of events 

as given in Matthew and Mark, with many unique additions. The accounts of the 

birth of John the Baptist (1:5-25, 57-80) and of the birth and childhood of Jesus 

(1:26-56; 2:1-52), the genealogy (3:23-38), the preaching at Nazareth (4:16-30), 

the special summons to Peter (5:8-10), six miracles (5:1-11; 7:11-17; 13:10-17; 

14:1-6; 17:11-19; 22:49-51), nineteen parables (7:41-43; 10:30-37; 11:5-8; 

12:13-21; 12:35-40; 12:41-48; 13:6-9; 14:7-11; 14: 16-2414:28-30; 14:31-32; 
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15:8-10;15:11-3216:1-13; 16:19-3; 17:7-10; 18:1-8; 18:9-14; 19:11-27, the story 

of the encounter with Zacchaeus (19:1-10), the mocking of Jesus by Herod (23:8-

12), and the post-resurrection appearance of Jesus on the road to Emmaus (24:13-35) 

are all major additions in Luke's Gospel. The many other features peculiar to Luke 

are too detailed and numerous to catalogue. 

 

Mount of Olives 

 

Outline 

The material of Luke is organized around the central concept of Jesus as a member 

of humanity who lived the perfect and representative life of the Son of man through 

the power of the Holy Spirit. The development of this concept is rooted in Luke 

2:11, where the child was announced as "a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord." The 

first of these titles speaks of his mission; the second and third identify him as the 

Messiah of Judaism. 
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At the Mount of Olives nearby the church 

 

Luke, the Gospel of Jesus Christ the Saviour of Mankind 

1. The Preface  1:1-4 

2. The Preparation for the Saviour  1:5-2:52 

The Annunciations  1:5-56 

The Birth of John  1:57-80 

The Birth and Childhood of Jesus  2:1-52 

3. The Introduction of the Saviour  3:1-4:15 

The Ministry of John  3:1-20 

The Baptism  3:21-22 

The Genealogy  3:23-38 

The Temptation  4:1-13 

The Return to Galilee  4:14-15 

4. The Ministry of the Saviour  4:16-9:50 

His Announcement of Purpose  4:16-44 

His Manifestation of Power  5:1-6:11 

His Appointment of Helpers  6:12-19 

His Declaration of Principles  6:20-49 

His Ministry of Compassion  7:1-9:17 

His Revelation of the Cross  9:18-50 

5. The Mission of the Saviour 9:51-18:30 

The Public Challenge  9:51-62 

The Appointment of the Seventy  10:1-24 

The Teaching of the Kingdom  10:25-13:21 

The Rise of Public Conflict  13:22-16:31 
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The Instruction of the Disciples    17:1-18:30   

6. The Passion of the Saviour  18:31-23:56 

Events en route to Jerusalem  18:31-19:27 

Arrival at Jerusalem  19:28-44 

Conflict at Jerusalem  19:45-21:4 

Predictions Concerning Jerusalem  21:5-38 

The Last Supper  22:1-38 

The Betrayal  22:39-53 

The Arrest and Trial  22:54-23:25 

The Crucifixion  23:26-49 

The Burial  23:50-56 

7. The Resurrection of the Saviour  24:1-53 

The Empty Tomb  24:1-12 

The Appearance at Emmaus  24:13-35 

The Manifestation to the Disciples  24:36-43 

The Commission  24:44-49 

The Ascension  24:50-53 

 

The initial statement of Luke's preface declares that the Gospel was written to 

impart to its reader spiritual certainty concerning the things of which he had 

been orally instructed. The verb "instructed" is generally used in the New 

Testament of information that is imparted formally rather than casually. 

Evidently Luke wanted to give Theophilus an authentic basis in this Gospel for 

correcting the teaching with which he was already familiar. 

On this assumption one may conclude that Luke took special care to present all of 

his facts accurately, as indeed he says (1:3), and that he would organize them into 

some framework that would leave an integrated impression on the mind of the 

reader. 

The section on the preparation of the Saviour contains material that is not 

duplicated in the other Gospels. Matthew states that Jesus was born of a virgin, 

but he tells the story from the viewpoint of Joseph, whereas Luke tells it from 

the viewpoint of Mary. Nothing concerning the birth of John the Baptist can be 

found in Matthew or Mark. 

The third section, the introduction of Jesus to his full ministry, opened with a 

direct connection with history, as if to show that he was not an idealized 

religious figure, but a very real participant in the history of mankind who could 

be localized in time and space. The genealogy is traced from Adam, and 

emphasizes human descent rather than the royal line. The account of the 

temptation is closely akin to that of Matthew except in order. Luke calls 

attention to the fact that the devil had "completed every temptation" (4:13), as if 
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he wished to indicate that Jesus met all the representative temptations of 

humanity. 

In opening the fourth section on the ministry of the Saviour, Luke records the 

sermon in Nazareth in which Jesus announced his relation to prophetic 

Scripture. He set the proclamation of "the acceptable year of the Lord" as the 

goal of his ministry. The subsequent biographical material is quite similar to that 

which is found at this point in the other Synoptics, though Luke has added many 

individual touches. 

The fifth section is peculiarly Lukan. With the exception of occasional 

paragraphs, very little of the text between Luke 9:51 and 18:30 occurs in the 

other Gospels. The parables of the good Samaritan (10:28-37), the rich fool 

(12:13-21), the fruitless fig tree (13:6-9), the seats at the marriage feast (14:7-

14), the great supper (14:15-24), the lost coin (15:8ð 10 ) , the prodigal son 

(15:11-32 ) , the unjust steward (16:1-13 ) , the rich man and Lazarus (16:19-31) 

, and the Pharisee and the publican (18:9-14) are found only in Luke. Although 

they seem at first reading to be a random collection of Jesus' parables, they are 

illustrative of the meaning of his mission. Each parable or narrative is a 

specimen of Luke's use of fresh material from the life of Christ to explain his 

significance for Gentile readers. 

Luke's narrative of the Passion contains no large single paragraphs that 

deviate greatly from the general pattern of the Synoptic narrative as a whole. 

The order of the last supper (22:19-23), Jesus' comfort of Simon Peter (22:31-

32), the episode of the bloodlike sweat (22:43-44), the arrangement of events 

in the house of Caiaphas (22:63-71), the appearance of Jesus before Herod 

(23:4-16), Jesus' address to the women of Jerusalem (23:27-31), and the 

penitent thief (23:39-43) add to the pictorial quality of the story, but do not 

alter its progress or meaning. Luke stressed the human sufferings and 

sympathies of Jesus as he showed how the Son of man endured the cross in 

obedience to the Father. 

The account of the resurrection is strikingly new and different. The reality is 

the same as in the other Gospels, but the appearance of Jesus to the two men 

on the way to Emmaus clinches the argument of this Gospel. The actuality of 

Jesus' death, the despair of the disciples, the unexpected and convincing 

manifestation of his living presence, his interpretation of the Scriptures in 

terms of himself, and the spiritual conviction that seized them as he spoke to 

them were all compelling evidence that in the person of Christ something new 

had happened on the earth. The concluding words of the Gospel connect the 

historical reality with doctrinal truth and show that the revelation through 

Christ is the basis for the preaching of repentance and forgiveness of sins. 
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Important  

Tradition says that Luke was an artist, and that he painted pictures for the early 

church. Whether he ever painted on canvas may be uncertain, but 

unquestionably he was an artist in words. His is the most literary of the Gospels; 

his stories as he took them from the lips of Jesus or as he told them himself are 

gems of expression, and his vocabulary is rich and varied. Four beautiful songs 

or poems imbedded in his work have come down to the modern day as hymns of 

the church: the Magnificat (1:46-55), the song of Mary when she went to visit 

Elizabeth; the Benedictus (1:67-79) spoken by Zacharias at the birth of John; the 

Gloria in Excelsis (2:14) of the heavenly host at the birth of Jesus; and the Nunc 

Dimittis, Simeon's prayer at the dedication of the infant Jesus (2:28-32). 

Luke's Gospel is predominantly historical. No other writer gives dating for his 

narrative as Luke does in 1:5, 2:1, and 3:1-2. No other attempts so complete a 

sketch of the career of Christ from birth to death, even though many periods of 

his life are not discussed in detail. There is no provincialism in his treatment of 

Christ; he looks at Jesus through the eyes of a cosmopolitan for whom there is 

neither Jew nor Gentile, Greek nor barbarian, bond nor free. Luke is impartial in 

the best sense of that term. His history is not a dull chronicle of happenings, but 

a live interpretation written into an integral whole by the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit. Sir William Ramsay
3
 said: 

                                           
3
 William Ramsay was born in Glasgow on October 2, 1852, the son of William Ramsay, 

C.E. and Catherine, née Robertson. He was a nephew of the geologist, Sir Andrew Ramsay. 

Until 1870 he studied in his native town, following this with a period in Fittig's laboratory at 

Tübingen until 1872. While there his thesis on orthotoluic acid and its derivatives earned him 

the degree of doctor of philosophy. On his return to Scotland in 1872 he became assistant in 

chemistry at the Anderson College in Glasgow and two years later secured a similar position 

at the University there. In 1880 he was appointed Principal and Professor of Chemistry at 

University College, Bristol, and moved on in 1887 to the Chair of Inorganic Chemistry at 

University College, London, a post which he held until his retirement in 1913. 

Ramsay's earliest works were in the field of organic chemistry. Besides his doctor's 

dissertation, about this period he published work on picoline and, in conjunction with Dobbie, 

on the decomposition products of the quinine alkaloids (1878-1879). From the 

commencement of the eighties he was chiefly active in physical chemistry, his many 

contributions to this branch of chemistry being mostly on stoichiometry and thermodynamics. 

To these must be added his investigations carried on with Sidney Young on evaporation and 

dissociation (1886-1889) and his work on solutions of metals (1889). It was however in 

inorganic chemistry that his most celebrated discoveries were made. As early as 1885-1890 he 

published several notable papers on the oxides of nitrogen and followed those up with the 

discovery of argon, helium, neon, krypton, and xenon. Led to the conclusion by different 

paths and, at first, without working together, both Lord Rayleigh and Sir William Ramsay 

succeeded in proving that there must exist a previously unknown gas in the atmosphere. They 
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You may press the words of Luke in a degree beyond any other historian's, and 

they stand the keenest scrutiny and the hardest treatment, provided always that 

the critic knows his subject and does not go beyond the limits of science and 

justice. 

1f Ramsay's praise seems exaggerated, one needs only to contrast Luke's 

writings with some of those of his contemporaries to realize that for sobriety, 

insight, and accuracy they are quite superior. Luke-Acts was written to give a 

spiritual analysis of the rise and growth of the Christian church, and as such it 

must be historical in method. 

The Third Gospel emphasizes doctrine. Luke could scarcely have travelled with 

Paul and have ministered as a pastor and missionary without being aware of the 

importance of doctrinal teaching. Although he does not discuss theology 

topically, his vocabulary reveals his knowledge of it and his interest in it. Christ, 

the Son of God, who was acknowledged by the angels (1:35), by demons (4:41), 

and by the Father (9:35), is presented both as God and man. Salvation is a 

prominent teaching in Luke: ". . . the Son of man came to seek and to save that 

which was lost" (19:10) is a key sentence in the bonk; and several of the 

parables, particularly those of the fifteenth chapter, illustrate the meaning of 

                                                                                                                                    
subsequently worked in their separate laboratories on this problem but communicated the 

results of their labours almost daily. At the meeting of the British Association in August 1894, 

they announced the discovery of argon. While seeking sources of argon in the mineral 

kingdom, Ramsay discovered helium in 1895. Guided by theoretical considerations founded 

on Mendeleev's periodic system, he then methodically sought the missing links in the new 

group of elements and found neon, krypton, and xenon (1898). Yet another discovery of 

Ramsay (in conjunction with Soddy), the importance of which it was impossible to foresee, 

was the detection of helium in the emanations of radium (1903). With regard to the scientific 

honours which - besides the Nobel Prize have been awarded to Ramsay, mention can be made 

of a great number of honourary memberships, viz. of the Institut de France, the Royal 

Academies of Ireland, Berlin, Bohemia, The Netherlands, Rome, Petrograd, Turin, Roumania, 

Vienna, Norway and Sweden; the Academies of Geneva, Frankfurt and Mexico; the German 

Chemical Society; the Royal Medical and Chirurgical Society of London; the Académie de 

Médecine de Paris; the Pharmaceutical Society, and the Philosophical Societies of 

Manchester, Philadelphia and Rotterdam. He also received the Davy and Longstaff Medals, 

honourary doctorate of Dublin University, the Barnardo Medal and a prize of $ 5,000 from 

the Smithsonian Institution, a prize of Fr. 25,000 from France (together with Moissan), and 

the A.W. Hoffmann Medal in gold (Berlin, 1903). He was created K.C.B.(Knight Commander 

of the Order of Bath) in 1902, and was also a Knight of the Prussian order "Pour le mérite", 

Commander of the Crown of Italy, and Officer of the Legion d'Honneur of France. 

In 1881 Ramsay married Margaret, the daughter of George Stevenson Buchanan. They had 

one son and one daughter. His recreations were languages and travelling. 

Sir William Ramsay died at High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, on July 23, 1916. The 

quotation reads from his book, ñThe Bearing of Recent Discoveries on the Trustworthiness of 

the New Testament (Fourth Edition; London: Hodder & Stoughton, Ltd., 1920, page 89. 
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salvation. The word "justify"
8
 that is used so frequently by Paul appears several 

times in Luke-Acts, though not always in a theological sense. In one instance, 

however, that of the Pharisee and the publican (18:14), it is used unmistakably of 

a man's spiritual standing before God. Like the other Gospels, Luke lays a 

foundation for theology rather than developing it as a subject, but the doctrine of 

the person of Christ and the nature and meaning of repentance, salvation, sin, 

justification, redemption, and many others are patent to the reader. 

The doctrine of the Holy Spirit is given special prominence; in fact, there are 

more references to the Holy Spirit in Luke than there are in Matthew and Mark 

combined. All of the chief actors of the GospelðJohn the Baptist (1:15), Mary 

(1:35), Elizabeth (1:41), Zacharias (1:67), Simeon (2:25-26), and the Lord Jesus 

himself (4:1)ðwere empowered for their work by the Holy Spirit. The whole life 

of Jesus was lived by the Spirit. He was conceived by the Spirit (1:35), baptized 

by the Spirit (3:22), tested by the Spirit (4:1), empowered by the Spirit for his 

ministry (4:14,18), cheered by the Spirit (10:21), and he expected that his 

disciples would complete his work in the power of the Spirit (24:49). Acts, of 

course, develops this theme to a fuller degree by showing the nature and extent 

of the work of the Holy Spirit in the church. 

Certain classes of people receive marked attention in this Gospel. Luke has 

much to say about women; the word "woman" occurs forty-three times, and only 

forty-nine times in Matthew and Mark combined. The character of Mary, Jesus' 

mother, is treated more fully in Luke than in Matthew. Elizabeth, the mother of 

John (1:5, 6, 39-45, 57), Anna the prophetess (2:36-38), the company of women 

that travelled among Jesus' disciples (8:2-3), the women who mourned his 

execution (23:27-28), and the women who were present at the cross and the 

tomb (23:55-56; 24:111) were all noted. Children receive more prominence in 

Luke than is usual in the annals of antiquity. Mark omits completely the birth 

and infancy of Jesus and of John; Luke gives three chapters to them. Three times 

Luke notes that Jesus performed a miracle on an only child (7:12; 8:42; 9:38). In 

his pages Jesus appears as the champion of the poor and oppressed. Seven or 

eight of his parables either are concerned with the contrast of poverty and wealth 

or stress economic need (7:41,43; 11:5-8; 12:13-21; 15:8-10; 16:1-13; 16:19-31; 

18:1-8). All of these parables belong exclusively to Luke. The portrayal of the 

rich in the story of the rich man and Lazarus and in the parable of the rich fool is 

not complimentary, though it is not bitter. Although Luke himself belonged to 

the upper middle class, he associated voluntarily with the lower classes, and his 

Gospel was written to apply Christ to their needs. 

 

Something should be said about Luke's skill in writing. Many of the parables of 

Jesus as Luke reproduced them would be noteworthy not only for their spiritual 
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teaching, but also for their beauty of expression. The parable of the prodigal son 

in Luke 15 is one of the greatest short stories of all time, and its diction in the 

Greek is a marvel of combined simplicity and meaningfulness. No subject could 

be handled with more delicacy or sympathy than the account of Jesus' birth as 

given by Luke. The picture of the two on the road to Emmaus condenses the 

whole subject of the resurrection into a paragraph or two of exciting narrative, 

and includes also the essential teaching of the fact. Anyone who reads the 

Gospels as a literary critic would select Luke as outstanding. 

 

Characters in Luke 
 

Several new characters appear in this Gospel. Zacharias and Elizabeth his wife, 

Simeon, Anna, Zacchaeus, and Cleopas are not mentioned elsewhere, and each is 

a distinct type. Luke's literary characters are as interesting as his historical 

characters. Who could forget the patient and loving father of Luke 15 and his 

sons, one willful and irresponsible, the other haughty and unbending (15:11-32)? 

The Samaritan who risked life and purse to rescue the Jewish stranger beaten by 

robbers (10:30-37), the idle rich man who was gloating over his prosperity 

(12:13-21), the shrewd steward who rescued an income for himself from the 

wreck of his stewardship (16:1-13), and the snobbish Pharisee who prayed 

ostentatiously in the temple courts (18:9-14) are all types true to life. They may 

very well have been taken by Jesus from individual cases that he had observed 

and have been preserved for us in Luke's vivid narrative. 
 

The cumulative effect of Luke's Gospel is precisely what is expressed in the 

purpose stated by the author. The narrative is so real and so well expressed that it 

makes one see Jesus as an actual figure of history, not just as the subject of an 

abstract essay. Luke 19:10, "For the Son of man came to seek and to save that 

which was lost," is amply illustrated by this Gospel. It portrays Jesus as the Son of 

man, showing how he lived among men, how he estimated them, and what he did 

for them. 

Incidents and Events exclusive to Luke 
 

1:5-25 

Zechariah's vision and 

Elizabeth's conception 

26-38 

Mary's salutation 

39-56 

Mary's visit to Elizabeth 

1:57-80 

John the Baptist's birth and 

8:1-3 

The women who ministered 

to Christ 

9:51-56 

Episode of James and John 

10:1-12 

The seventy sent out 

10:17-24 

Their return and report 

16:19-31 

The rich man and the 

beggar Lazarus 

17:1-10 

Instructions to the disciples 

17:12-19 

Healing of the ten lepers 

17:20-37 

Questions concerning God's 
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Zechariah's hymn of praise 

2:1-3 

The enrollment decree of 

Caesar Augustus 

2:4-7 

Christ's nativity in 

Bethlehem 

2:8-20 

Details of the Christmas 

story 

2:21 

The circumcision of the 

Child Jesus 

2:22-24 

The presentation of Christ 

in the temple 

2:25-38 

The story of Simeon and 

Anna 

2:39-40 

The Silent years at Nazareth 

2:41-52 

Jesus at the Passover and 

among the rabbis 

3:1-2 

Dating of the beginning of 

John's public ministry 

3:10-15 

John's success 

3:23-38 

Human genealogy of Christ 

from Mary 

4:15-30 

Christ's rejection at 

Nazareth 

5:1-10 

Details of the call of Peter, 

James and John 

 

6:17-49 

Discourse of Christ on the 

plain 

7:11-17 

Raising to life of the 

widow's son at Nain 

7:36-50 

The women who anointed 

Jesus in Simon's house 

 

10:25-37 

Parable of the Good 

Samaritan 

10:38-42 

Christ at the house of Mary 

and Martha 

11:5-8 

Parable of the friend at 

midnight 

11:37-54 

Christ entertained by a 

Pharisee 

12:1-53 

Discourse to a great crowd 

13:1-5 

Pilate's murder of the 

Galileans 

13:6-9 

Parable of the barren fig tree 

13:10-17 

The woman afflicted 18 

years 

13:22-30 

Problem of the number to 

be saved 

13:31-33 

Reply to the Pharisees 

concerning Herod Antipas 

14:1-6 

The man with dropsy 

14:7-14 

Parable of the ambitious 

guest 

14:15-24 

Parable of the great banquet 

14:25-35 

Difficulties of discipleship 

15:3-7 

Parable of the lost sheep 

15:8-10 

Parable of the lost coin 

15:11-32 

Parable of the prodigal son 

16:1-18 

Parable of the dishonest 

manager 

 

kingdom 

18:1-8 

Parable of the persistent 

widow 

18:9-14 

Parable of the Pharisee and 

publican 

19:2-10 

Zacchaeus' conversion and 

call  

19:11-27 

Parable of the pounds 

19:41-44 

Christ's weeping over 

Jerusalem 

22:31-32 

Warning to Peter 

22:35-38 

Warning to buy a sword 

22:43 

Appearance of an angel in 

Gethsemane 

22:44 

The bloody sweat 

23:6-12 

Pilate's sending Christ to 

Herod 

23:27-31 

Christ's message to the  

women  of Jerusalem 

23:39-43 

The penitent thief 

24:13-35 

The risen Christ's appears 

to the Emmaus disciples 

24:37-49 

Details of His appearance 

the eleven 

 

24:50-53 

Christ's ascension while 

blessing His disciples 
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Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 

by J. C. Ryle, 1858  

(Public Domain) 

  (10 May 1816 ï 10 June 1900) was the first Anglican bishop of Liverpool). 

Chapter 1 

Births of John and of Jesus foretold 

1-4 Introduction 

5-25 Birth of John the Baptist foretold 

26-45 Birth of Jesus foretold 

46-56 Magnificat, Maryôs ode of praise 

57-80 Birth of John and Zechariahôs prophetic joy 

 

Luke 1:1-4 Introduction  

The Gospel of Luke, which we now begin, contains many precious things which 

are not recorded in the other three Gospels. Such, for instance, are the histories 

of Zachariah and Elizabeth, the angel's announcement to the Virgin Mary--and, 

to speak generally, the whole contents of the first two chapters. Such, again, are 

the narratives of the conversion of Zaccheus and of the penitent thief--the walk 

to Emmaus, and the famous parables of the Pharisee and Tax-collector, the rich 

man and Lazarus, and the Prodigal Son. These are portions of Scripture for 

which every well-instructed Christian feels peculiarly thankful. And for these 

we are indebted to the Gospel of Luke. 

The short preface which we have now read is a peculiar feature of Luke's 

Gospel. But we shall find, on examination, that it is full of most useful 

instruction. 

In the first place, Luke gives us a short, but valuable, sketch of the nature of 

a Gospel. He calls it, "a declaration of those things which are most surely 

believed among us." It is a narrative of facts about Jesus Christ. 

Christianity is a religion built upon facts. Let us never lose sight of this. It came 

before mankind at first in this shape. The first preachers did not go up and down 

the world, proclaiming an elaborate, artificial system of abstruse doctrines and 

deep principles. They made it their first business to tell men great plain facts. 

They went about telling a sin-laden world, that the Son of God had come down 

to earth, and lived for us, and died for us, and risen again. The Gospel, at its first 
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publication, was far more simple than many make it now. It was neither more 

nor less than the history of Christ. 

Let us aim at greater simplicity in our own personal religion. Let Christ and His 

Person be the sun of our system, and let the main desire of our souls be to live 

the life of faith in Him, and daily know Him better. This was Paul's Christianity. 

"To me to live is Christ." (Philipp. 1:21.) 

In the second place, Luke draws a beautiful picture of the true position of 

the apostles in the early church. He calls them, "eye-witnesses and servants of 

the word." 

There is an instructive humility in this expression. There is an utter absence of 

that man-exalting tone which has so often crept into the Church. Luke gives the 

apostles no flattering titles. He affords not the slightest excuse to those who 

speak of them with idolatrous veneration, because of their office and nearness to 

our Lord.  

He describes them as "eye-witnesses." They told men what they had seen with 

their own eyes, and heard with their own ears. (1 John 1:1.) He describes them 

as "servants of the word." They were servants of the word of the Gospel. They 

were men who counted it their highest privilege to carry about, as messengers, 

the tidings of God's love to a sinful world, and to tell the story of the cross. 

Well would it have been for the Church and the world, if Christian ministers had 

never laid claim to higher dignity and honour than the apostles claimed for 

themselves. It is a mournful fact, that ordained men have constantly exalted 

themselves and their office to a most unscriptural position. It is a no less 

mournful fact, that people have constantly helped forward the evil, by a lazy 

acceptance of the demands of priest-craft, and by contenting themselves with a 

mere vicarious religion. There have been faults on both sides. Let us remember 

this, and be on our guard. 

In the third place, Luke describes his own qualifications for the work of 

writing a Gospel. He says that he "had perfect understanding of all things from 

the very first." 

It would be mere waste of time to inquire from what source Luke obtained the 

information which he has given us in his Gospel. We have no good reason for 

supposing that he saw our Lord work miracles, or heard Him teach. To say that 

he obtained his information from the Virgin Mary, or any of the apostles, is 

mere conjecture and speculation. Enough for us to know that Luke wrote by 

inspiration of God. Unquestionably he did not neglect the ordinary means of 
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getting knowledge. But the Holy Spirit guided him, no less than all other writers 

of the Bible, in his choice of matter. The Holy Spirit supplied him with thoughts, 

arrangement, sentences, and even words. And the result is, that what Luke wrote 

is not to be read as the "word of man," but the "word of God." (1 Thess. 2:13.) 

Let us carefully hold fast the great doctrine of the plenary inspiration of every 

word of the Bible. Let us never allow that any writer of the Old or New 

Testament could make even the slightest verbal mistake or error, when, writing 

as he was "moved by the Holy Spirit." (2 Peter 1:21.) Let it be a settled principle 

with us in reading the Bible, that when we cannot understand a passage, or 

reconcile it with some other passage, the fault is not in the Book, but in 

ourselves. The adoption of this principle will place our feet upon a rock. To give 

it up is to stand upon a quicksand, and to fill our minds with endless 

uncertainties and doubts. 

Finally, Luke informs us of one main object he had in view in writing his 

Gospel. It was that Theophilus "might know the certainty of those things 

wherein he had been instructed." 

There is no encouragement here for those who place confidence in unwritten 

traditions, and the voice of the church. Luke knew well the weakness of man's 

memory, and the readiness with which a history alters its shape both by 

additions and alterations, when it depends only on word of mouth and report. 

What therefore does he do? He takes care to "write." 

There is no encouragement here for those who are opposed to the spread of 

religious knowledge, and talk of ignorance, as the "mother of devotion." Luke 

does not wish his friend to remain in doubt on any matter of his faith. He tells 

him that he wants him to "know the certainty of those things wherein he had 

been instructed." 

Let us close the passage with thankfulness for the Bible. Let us bless God daily 

that we are not left dependent on man's traditions, and need not be led astray by 

ministers' mistakes. We have a written volume, which is "able to make us wise 

unto salvation, through faith which is in Christ Jesus." (2 Tim. 3:15.) 

Let us begin Luke's Gospel with an earnest desire to know more ourselves of the 

truth as it is in Jesus, and with a hearty determination to do what in us lies to 

spread the knowledge of that truth throughout the world. 
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 Luke 1:5-12 

The Birth of John the Baptist foretold 

The first event recorded in Luke's Gospel, is the sudden appearance of an angel 

to a Jewish priest, named Zachariah. The angel announces to him that a son is 

about to be born to him, by a miraculous interposition, and that this son is to be 

the forerunner  of the long-promised Messiah. The word of God had plainly 

foretold that when Messiah came, someone would go before him to prepare his 

way. (Malachi 3:1.) The wisdom of God provided that when this forerunner 

appeared, he would be born in the family of a priest. 

We can form very little idea, at this period of the world, of the immense 

importance of this angel's announcement. To the mind of a pious Jew, it must 

have been glad tidings of great joy. It was the first communication from God to 

Israel since the days of Malachi. It broke the long silence of four hundred years. 

It told the believing Israelite that the prophetic weeks of Daniel were at length 

fulfilled, (Dan. 9:25,)--that God's choicest promise was at length going to be 

accomplished--and that "the seed" was about to appear in whom all the nations 

of the earth should be blessed. (Gen. 22:18.) We must place ourselves in 

imagination in the position of Zachariah, in order to give the verses before us 

their due weight. 

Let us mark, for one thing, in this passage, the high testimony which is borne 

to the character of Zachariah and Elizabeth. We are told that they were "both 

righteous before God," and that "they walked in all the commandments and 

ordinances of the Lord blameless." 

It matters little whether we interpret this "righteousness" as that which is 

imputed to all believers for their justification, or that which is wrought inwardly 

in believers by the operation of the Holy Spirit, for their sanctification. The two 

sorts of righteousness are never disjoined. There are none justified who are not 

sanctified, and there are none sanctified who are not justified. Suffice it for us to 

know that Zachariah and Elizabeth had grace when grace was very rare, and 

kept all the burdensome observances of the ceremonial law with devout 

conscientiousness, when few Israelites cared for them excepting in name and 

form. 

The main thing that concerns us all, is the example which this holy pair hold up 

to Christians. Let us all strive to serve God faithfully, and live fully up to our 

light, even as they did. Let us not forget the plain words of Scripture, "He that 

does righteousness is righteous." (1 John 3:7.) Happy are those Christian 



34 

 

families in which it can be reported that both husband and wife are "righteous," 

and exercise themselves to have a conscience void of offence toward God and 

toward men. (Acts 24:16.) 

Let us mark, for another thing, in this passage, the heavy trial which God was 

pleased to lay on Zachariah and Elizabeth. We are told that "they had no 

child." The full force of these words can hardly be understood by a modern 

Christian. To an ancient Jew they would convey the idea of a very weighty 

affliction. To be childless was one of the bitterest of sorrows. (1 Sam. 1:10.) 

The grace of God exempts no one from trouble. "Righteous" as this holy priest 

and his wife were, they had a "crook in their lot." Let us remember this, if we 

serve Christ, and let us count trial no strange thing. Let us rather believe that a 

hand of perfect wisdom is measuring out all our portion, and that when God 

chastises us, it is to make us "partakers of his holiness." (Heb. 12:10.) If 

afflictions drive us nearer to Christ, the Bible, and prayer, they are positive 

blessings. We may not think so now. But we shall think so when we wake up in 

another world. 

Let us mark, for another thing, in this passage, the means by which God 

announced the coming birth of John the Baptist. We are told that "an 

ANGEL of the Lord appeared to Zachariah." 

The ministry of angels is undoubtedly a deep subject. Nowhere in the Bible do 

we find such frequent mention of them, as in the period of our Lord's earthly 

ministry. At no time do we read of so many appearances of angels, as about the 

time of our Lord's incarnation and entrance into the world. The meaning of this 

circumstance is sufficiently clear. It was meant to teach the church that Messiah 

was no angel, but the Lord of angels, as well as of men. Angels announced His 

coming. Angels proclaimed His birth. Angels rejoiced at his appearing. And by 

so doing they made it plain that He who came to die for sinners, was not one of 

themselves, but one far above them, the King of kings and Lord of lords. 

One thing, at all events, about angels, we must never forget. They take a deep 

interest in the work of Christ, and the salvation which Christ has provided. They 

sang high praise when the Son of God came down to make peace by His own 

blood between God and man. They rejoice when sinners repent, and sons are 

born again to our Father in heaven. They delight to minister to those who shall 

be heirs of salvation. Let us strive to be like them, while we are upon earth--to 

be of their mind, and to share their joys. This is the way to be in tune for heaven. 

It is written of those who enter in there, that they shall be "as the angels." (Mark 

12:25.) 
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Let us mark, lastly, in this passage, the effect which the appearance of an 

angel produced on the mind of Zachariah. We are told that he "was troubled, 

and fear fell upon him." 

The experience of this righteous man here, tallies exactly with that of other 

saints under similar circumstances. Moses at the burning bush, and Daniel at the 

river of Hiddekel--the women at the sepulchre, and John at the isle of Patmos--

all showed like fear to that of Zachariah. Like him, when they saw visions of 

things belonging to another world, they trembled and were afraid. 

How are we to account for this fear? To that question there is only one answer. 

It arises from our inward sense of weakness, guilt, and corruption. The vision of 

an inhabitant of heaven reminds us forcibly of our own imperfection, and of our 

natural unfitness to stand before God. If angels are so great and terrible, what 

must the Lord of angels be? 

Let us bless God, that we have a mighty Mediator between God and man, the 

man Christ Jesus. Believing on Him, we may draw near to God with boldness, 

and look forward to the day of judgment without fear. When the mighty angels 

shall go forth to gather together God's elect, the elect will have no cause to be 

afraid. To them the angels are fellow-servants and friends. (Rev. 22:9.) 

Let us tremble when we think of the terror of the wicked at the last day. If even 

the righteous are troubled by a sudden vision of friendly spirits, where will the 

ungodly appear, when the angels come forth to gather them like tares for the 

burning? The fears of the saints are groundless, and endure but for a little 

season. The fears of the lost, when once aroused, will prove well-grounded, and 

will endure for evermore. 

Luke 1:13-17 

We have, in these verses, the words of the angel who appeared to Zachariah. 

They are words full of deep spiritual instruction. 

We learn here, for one thing, that prayers are not necessarily rejected because 

the answer is long delayed. Zachariah, no doubt, had often prayed for the 

blessing of children, and, to all appearance, had prayed in vain. At his advanced 

time of life, he had probably long ceased to mention the subject before God, and 

had given up all hope of being a father. Yet the very first words of the angel 

show plainly that the bygone prayers of Zachariah had not been forgotten--

"Your prayer is heard--your wife Elizabeth shall bear you a son." 
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We shall do well to remember this fact, whenever we kneel down to pray. We 

must beware of hastily concluding that our supplications are useless, and 

specially in the matter of intercessory prayer in behalf of others. It is not for us 

to prescribe either the time or the way in which our requests are to be answered. 

He who knows best the time for people to be born, knows also the time for them 

to be born again. Let us rather "continue in prayer," "watch unto prayer," "pray 

always, and not faint." "Delay of answer," says an old divine, "must not 

discourage our faith. It may be, God has long granted, before we shall know of 

His grant." 

We learn, in the second place, that no children cause such true joy, as those 

who have the grace of God. It was a child about to be filled with the Holy 

Spirit, to whose father it was said, "You shall have joy and gladness; and many 

shall rejoice at his birth." 

Grace is the principal portion that we should desire for our children. It is a 

thousand times better for them than beauty, riches, honours, rank, or high 

connections. Until they have grace we never know what they may do. They may 

make us weary of our life, and bring down our grey hairs with sorrow to the 

grave. When they are converted, and not until then, they are provided for, both 

for time and eternity. "A wise son makes a glad father." (Prov. 10:1.) Whatever 

we seek for our sons and daughters, let us first seek that they may have a place 

in the covenant, and a name in the book of life. 

We learn, in the third place, the nature of true greatness. The angel describes 

it, when he tells Zachariah that his son "shall be great in the sight of the Lord." 

The measure of greatness which is common among men is utterly false and 

deceptive. Princes and potentates, conquerors and leaders of armies, statesmen 

and philosophers, artists and authors--these are the kind of men whom the world 

calls "great." Such greatness is not recognized among the angels of God. Those 

who do great things for God, they reckon great. Those who do little for God, 

they reckon little. They measure and value every man according to the position 

in which he is likely to stand at the last day. 

Let us not be ashamed to make the angels of God our example in this matter. Let 

us seek for ourselves and our children that true greatness which will be owned 

and recognized in another world. It is a greatness which is within the reach of 

all--of the poor as well as the rich--of the servant as well as of the master. It does 

not depend on power or patronage, on money or on friends. It is the free gift of 

God to all who seek it at the Lord Jesus Christ's hands. It is the portion of all 

who hear Christ's voice and follow Him--who fight Christ's battle and do 
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Christ's work in the world. Such may receive little honour in this life. But great 

shall be their reward at the last day. 

We learn, in the fourth place, that children are never too young to receive the 

grace of God. Zachariah is informed that his son "shall be filled with the Holy 

Spirit, even from his mother's womb." 

There is no greater mistake than to suppose that infants, by reason of their tender 

age, are incapable of being operated upon by the Holy Spirit. The manner of His 

work upon a little child's heart, is undoubtedly mysterious and 

incomprehensible. But so also are all His works upon the sons of men. Let us 

beware of limiting God's power and compassion. He is a merciful God. With 

Him nothing is impossible. 

Let us remember these things in connection with the subject of infant baptism. It 

is a feeble objection to say that infants ought not to be baptized, because they 

cannot repent and believe. If an infant can be filled with the Holy Spirit, he is 

surely not unworthy to be admitted into the visible church. Let us remember 

these things specially in the training of young children. We should always deal 

with them as responsible to God. We should never allow ourselves to suppose 

that they are too young to have any religion. Of course we must be reasonable in 

our expectations. We must not look for evidences of grace, unsuitable to their 

age and capacities. But we must never forget that the heart which is not too 

young to sin, is also not too young to be filled with the grace of God. 

We learn, in the last place, from these verses, the character of a really great 

and successful minister of God. The picture is set before us in a striking 

manner by the angel's description of John the Baptist. He is one who will "turn 

hearts"--turn them from ignorance to knowledge, from carelessness to 

thoughtfulness, from sin to God. He is one who will "go before the Lord"--he 

will delight in nothing so much as being the messenger and herald of Jesus 

Christ. He is one who "will make ready a people for the Lord." He will strive to 

gather out of the world a company of believers, who will be ready to meet the 

Lord in the day of His appearing. 

For such ministers let us pray night and day. They are the true pillars of a 

Church, the true salt of the earth, the true light of the world. Happy is that 

Church, and happy is that nation, which has many such men. Without such men, 

learning, titles, endowments, and splendid buildings, will keep no Church alive. 

Souls will not be saved--good will not be done--Christ will not be glorified, 

excepting by men full of the Holy Spirit. 
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 Luke 1:18-25 

We see in this passage, the power of unbelief in a good man. Righteous and 

holy as Zachariah was, the announcement of the angel appears to him incredible. 

He cannot think it possible that an old man like himself should have a son. 

"How shall I know this?" he says, "for I am an old man, and my wife well along 

in years." 

A well-instructed Jew, like Zachariah, ought not to have raised such a question. 

No doubt he was well acquainted with the Old Testament Scriptures. He ought 

to have remembered the wonderful births of Isaac, and Samson, and Samuel in 

old times. He ought to have remembered that what God has done once, He can 

do again, and that with Him nothing is impossible. But he forgot all this. He 

thought of nothing but the arguments of mere human reason and sense. And it 

often happens in religious matters, that where reason begins, faith ends. 

Let us learn in wisdom from the fault of Zachariah. It is a fault to which God's 

people in every age have been sadly liable. The histories of Abraham, and Isaac, 

and Moses, and Hezekiah, and Jehoshaphat, will all show us that a true believer 

may sometimes be overtaken by unbelief. It is one of the first corruptions which 

came into man's heart in the day of the fall, when Eve believed the devil rather 

than God. It is one of the most deep-rooted sins by which a saint is plagued, and 

from which he is never entirely freed until he dies. Let us pray daily, "Lord 

increase my faith." Let us not doubt that when God says a thing, that thing shall 

be fulfilled. 

We see furthermore, in these verses, the privilege and portion of God's angels. 

They carry messages to God's Church. They enjoy God's immediate presence. 

The heavenly messenger, who appears to Zachariah, rebukes his unbelief by 

telling him who he is--"I am Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God--and 

am sent to speak unto you." 

The name "Gabriel" would doubtless fill the mind of Zachariah with humiliation 

and self-abasement. He would remember it was that same Gabriel, who 490 

years before had brought to Daniel the prophecy of the seventy weeks, and had 

told him how Messiah should be cut off. (Dan. 9:26.) He would doubtless 

contrast his own sad unbelief, when peaceably ministering as a priest in God's 

temple, with the faith of holy Daniel when dwelling a captive at Babylon, while 

the temple at Jerusalem was in ruins. Zachariah learned a lesson that day which 

he never forgot. 
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The account which Gabriel gives of his own office, should raise in our minds 

great searchings of heart. This mighty spirit, far greater in power and 

intelligence than we are, counts it his highest honour to "stand in God's 

presence" and do His will. Let our aims and desires be in the same direction. Let 

us strive so to live, that we may one day stand with boldness before the throne of 

God, and serve Him day and night in His temple. The way to this high and holy 

position is open before us. Christ has consecrated it for us by the offering of His 

own body and blood. May we endeavour to walk in it during the short time of 

this present life, that so we may stand in our lot with God's elect angels in the 

endless ages of eternity. (Dan. 12:13.) 

We see, finally, in this passage, how exceeding sinful is the sin of unbelief in 

the sight of God. The doubts and questionings of Zachariah brought down upon 

him a heavy chastisement. "You shall be silent," says the angel, "and not able to 

speak, because you believe not my words." It was a chastisement peculiarly 

suitable to the offence. The tongue that was not ready to speak the language of 

believing praise was struck speechless. It was a chastisement of long 

continuance. For nine long months at least, Zachariah was condemned to 

silence, and was daily reminded, that by unbelief he had offended God. 

Few sins appear to be so peculiarly provoking to God as the sin of unbelief. 

None certainly have called down such heavy judgments on men. It is a practical 

denial of God's Almighty power, to doubt whether He can do a thing, when He 

undertakes to do it. It is giving the lie to God to doubt whether He means to do a 

thing, when He has plainly promised that it shall be done. The forty years 

wanderings of Israel in the wilderness, should never be forgotten by professing 

Christians. The words of Paul are very solemn--"They could not enter in because 

of unbelief." (Heb. 3:19.) 

Let us watch and pray daily against this soul-ruining sin. Concessions to it rob 

believers of their inward peace--weaken their hands in the day of battle--bring 

clouds over their hopes--make their chariot wheels drive heavily. According to 

the degree of our faith will be our enjoyment of Christ's salvation--our patience 

in the day of trial--our victory over the world. Unbelief, in short, is the true 

cause of a thousand spiritual diseases, and once allowed to nestle in our hearts, 

will eat as does a canker. "If you will not believe, you shall not be established." 

(Isaiah 7:9.) In all that respects the pardon of our sins, and the acceptance of our 

souls--the duties of our peculiar station and the trials of our daily life, let it be a 

settled maxim in our religion, to trust every word of God implicitly, and to 

beware of unbelief. 
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Luke 1:26-33 

The Birth of Jesus Foretold 

We have, in these verses, the announcement of the most marvelous event that 

ever happened in this world--the incarnation and birth of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

It is a passage which we should always read with mingled wonder, love and 

praise. 

We should notice, in the first place, the lowly and unassuming manner in 

which the Saviour of mankind came among us. The angel who announced His 

advent, was sent to an obscure town of Galilee, named Nazareth. The woman 

who was honoured to be our Lord's mother, was evidently in a humble position 

of lif e. Both in her station and her dwelling-place, there was an utter absence of 

what the world calls "greatness." 

We need not hesitate to conclude, that there was a wise providence in all this 

arrangement. The Almighty counsel, which orders all things in heaven and earth, 

could just as easily have appointed Jerusalem to be the place of Mary's residence 

as Nazareth, or could as easily have chosen the daughter of some rich scribe to 

be our Lord's mother, as a poor woman. But it seemed good that it should not be 

so. The first advent of Messiah was to be an advent of humiliation. That 

humiliation was to begin even from the time of His conception and birth. 

Let us beware of despising poverty in others, and of being ashamed of it if God 

lays it upon ourselves. The condition of life which Jesus voluntarily chose, 

ought always to be regarded with holy reverence. The common tendency of the 

day to bow down before rich men, and make an idol of money, ought to be 

carefully resisted and discouraged. The example of our Lord is a sufficient 

answer to a thousand grovelling maxims about wealth, which pass current 

among men. "Though He was rich, yet for our sakes He became poor." (2 Cor. 

8:9.) 

Let us admire the amazing condescension of the Son of God. The Heir of all 

things not only took our nature upon Him, but took it in the most humbling form 

in which it could have been assumed. It would have been condescension to come 

on earth as a king and reign. It was a miracle of mercy passing our 

comprehension to come on earth as a poor man, to be despised, and suffer, and 

die. Let His love constrain us to live not to ourselves, but to Him. Let His 

example daily bring home to our conscience the precept of Scripture--"Mind not 

high things, but condescend to men of low estate." (Rom. 12:16.) 
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We should notice, in the second place, the high privilege of the Virgin Mary. 

The language which the angel Gabriel addresses to her is very remarkable. He 

calls her "highly favoured." He tells her that "the Lord is with her." He says to 

her, "Blessed are you among women." 

It is a well-known fact, that the Roman Catholic Church pays an honour to the 

Virgin Mary, hardly inferior to that which it pays to her blessed Son. She is 

formally declared by the Roman Catholic Church to have been "conceived 

without sin." She is held up to Roman Catholics as an object of worship, and 

prayed to as a mediator between God and man, no less powerful than Christ 

Himself. For all this, be it remembered, there is not the slightest warrant in 

Scripture. There is no warrant in the verses before us now. There is no warrant 

in any other part of God's word. 

But while we say this, we must in fairness admit, that no woman was ever so 

highly honoured as the mother of our Lord. It is evident that one woman only 

out of the countless millions of the human race, could be the means whereby 

God could be "manifest in the flesh," and the Virgin Mary had the mighty 

privilege of being that one. By one woman, sin and death were brought into the 

world at the beginning. By the child-bearing of one woman, life and immortality 

were brought to light when Christ was born. No wonder that this one woman 

was called "highly favoured" and "blessed." 

One thing in connection with this subject should never be forgotten by 

Christians. There is a relationship to Christ within reach of us all--a relationship 

far nearer than that of flesh and blood--a relationship which belongs to all who 

repent and believe. "Whoever shall do the will of God," says Jesus, "the same is 

my brother, and sister, and mother." "Blessed is the womb that bare you," was 

the saying of a woman one day. But what was the reply? "Yes! rather blessed 

are those who hear the word of God and keep it." (Mark 3:35; Luke 11:27.) 

We should notice, finally, in these verses, the glorious account of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, which the angel gives to Mary. Every part of the account is full of 

deep meaning, and deserves close attention. 

Jesus "shall be great," says Gabriel. Of His greatness we know something 

already. He has brought in a great salvation. He has shown Himself a Prophet 

greater than Moses. He is a great High Priest. And He shall be greater still when 

He shall be owned as a King. 

Jesus "shall be called the Son of the Highest," says Gabriel. He was so before He 

came into the world. Equal to the Father in all things, He was from all eternity 
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the Son of God. But He was to be known and acknowledged as such by the 

Church. The Messiah was to be recognized and worshiped as nothing less than 

very God. 

"The Lord God shall give unto Him the throne of his father David," says 

Gabriel, "and He shall reign over the house of Jacob forever." The literal 

fulfillment of this part of the promise is yet to come. Israel is yet to be gathered. 

The Jews are yet to be restored to their own land, and to look to Him whom they 

once pierced, as their King and their God. Though the accomplishment of this 

prediction tarry, we may confidently wait for it. It shall surely come one day and 

not tarry. (Hab. 2:3.) 

Finally, says Gabriel, "Of the kingdom of Jesus there shall be no end." Before 

His glorious kingdom, the empires of this world shall one day go down and pass 

away. Like Nineveh, and Babylon, and Tyre, and Carthage, they shall all come 

to nothing one day, and the saints of the most high shall take the kingdom. 

Before Jesus, every knee shall one day bow, and every tongue confess that He is 

Lord. His kingdom alone shall prove an everlasting kingdom, and His dominion 

that which shall not pass away. (Dan. 7:14, 27.) 

The true Christian should often dwell on this glorious promise and take comfort 

in its contents. He has no cause to be ashamed of his Master. Poor and despised 

as he may often be for the Gospel's sake, he may feel assured that he is on the 

conquering side. The kingdoms of this world shall yet become the kingdoms of 

Christ. Yet a little time and He that shall come will come, and will not tarry. 

(Heb. 10:37.) For that blessed day let us patiently wait, and watch, and pray. 

Now is the time for carrying the cross, and for fellowship with Christ's 

sufferings. The day draws near when Christ shall take His great power and 

reign; and when all who have served Him faithfully shall exchange a cross for a 

crown. 

 Luke 1:34-38 

Let us mark, in these verses, the reverent and discreet manner in which the 

angel Gabriel speaks of the great mystery of Christ's incarnation.  In reply to 

the question of the Virgin "How shall this be?" he uses these remarkable words--

"The Holy Spirit shall come upon you, and the power of the Highest shall 

overshadow you." 

We shall do well to follow the example of the angel in all our reflections on this 

deep subject. Let us ever regard it with holy reverence, and abstain from those 

improper and unprofitable speculations upon it, in which some have unhappily 
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indulged. Enough for us to know that "the Word was made flesh," and that when 

the Son of God came into the world, a real "body was prepared for Him," so that 

He "took part of our flesh and blood," and was "made of a woman." (John 1:14; 

Heb.10:5; Heb. 2:14; Gal. 4:4.) Here we must stop. The manner in which all this 

was effected is wisely hidden from us. If we attempt to pry beyond this point, 

we shall but darken counsel by words without knowledge, and rush in where 

angels fear to tread. In a religion which really comes down from heaven there 

must needs be mysteries. Of such mysteries in Christianity, the incarnation is 

one. 

Let us mark, in the second place, the prominent place assigned to the Holy 

Spirit in the great mystery of the incarnation. We find it written, "The Holy 

Spirit shall come upon you." 

An intelligent reader of the Bible will probably not fail to remember, that the 

honour here given to the Spirit is in precise harmony with the teaching of 

Scripture in other places. In every step of the great work of man's redemption, 

we shall find special mention of the work of the Holy Spirit. Did Jesus die to 

make atonement for our sins? It is written that "through the eternal Spirit He 

offered himself without spot to God." (Heb. 9:14.) Did He rise again for our 

justification? It is written that He "was quickened by the Spirit." (1 Peter 3:18.) 

Does He supply His disciples with comfort between the time of His first and 

second advent? It is written that the Comforter, whom He promised to send is 

"the Spirit of truth." (John 14:17.) 

Let us take heed that we give the Holy Spirit the same place in our personal 

religion, which we find Him occupying in God's word. Let us remember, that all 

that believers have, and are, and enjoy under the Gospel, they owe to the inward 

teaching of the Holy Spirit. The work of each of the three Persons of the Trinity 

is equally and entirely needful to the salvation of every saved soul. The 

ELECTION of God the Father, the REDEMPTION of God the Son, and the 

SANCTIFICATION of God the Spirit, ought never to be separated in our 

Christianity. 

Let us mark, in the third place, the mighty principle which the angel Gabriel 

lays down to silence all objections about the incarnation. "With God nothing 

shall be impossible." 

A hearty reception of this great principle is of immense importance to our own 

inward peace. Questions and doubts will often arise in men's minds about many 

subjects in religion. They are the natural result of our fallen estate of soul. Our 

faith at the best is very feeble. Our knowledge at its highest is clouded with 
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much infirmity. And among many antidotes to a doubting, anxious, questioning 

state of mind, few will be found more useful than that before us now--a 

thorough conviction of the almighty power of God. With Him who called the 

world into being and formed it out of nothing, everything is possible. Nothing is 

too hard for the Lord. 

There is no sin too black and bad to be pardoned. The blood of Christ cleanses 

from all sin. There is no heart too hard and wicked to be changed. The heart of 

stone can be made a heart of flesh. There is no work too hard for a believer to 

do. We may do all things through Christ strengthening us. There is no trial too 

hard to be borne. The grace of God is sufficient for us. There is no promise too 

great to be fulfilled. Christ's words never pass away, and what He has promised 

He is able to perform. There is no difficulty too great for a believer to overcome. 

When God is for us who shall be against us? The mountain shall become a plain. 

Let principles like these be continually before our minds. The angel's receipt is 

an invaluable remedy. Faith never rests so calmly and peacefully as when it lays 

its head on the pillow of God's omnipotence. 

Let us mark, in the last place, the meek and ready acquiescence of the Virgin 

Mary in God's revealed will concerning her. She says to the angel, "Behold 

the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to your word." 

There is far more of admirable grace in this answer than at first sight appears. A 

moment's reflection will show us, that it was no light matter to become the 

mother of our Lord in this unheard of and mysterious way. It brought with it, no 

doubt, at a distant period great honour; but it brought with it for the present no 

small danger to Mary's reputation, and no small trial to Mary's faith. All this 

danger and trial the holy Virgin was willing and ready to risk. She asks no 

further questions. She raises no further objections. She accepts the honour laid 

upon her with all its attendant perils and inconveniences. "Behold," she says, 

"the handmaid of the Lord." 

Let us seek in our daily practical Christianity to exercise the same blessed spirit 

of faith which we see here in the Virgin Mary. Let us be willing to go anywhere, 

and do anything, and be anything, whatever be the present and immediate 

inconvenience, so long as God's will is clear and the path of duty is plain. The 

words of good Bishop Hall on this passage are worth remembering. "All 

disputations with God after His will is known, arise from infidelity. There is not 

a more noble proof of faith than to captivate all the powers of our understanding 

and will to our Creator, and without any questionings to go blindfold where He 

will lead us." 
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 Luke 1:39-45 

Mary visits Elisabeth 

We should observe in this passage, the benefit of fellowship and communion 

between believers. We read of a visit paid by the Virgin Mary to her cousin 

Elizabeth. We are told in a striking manner how the hearts of both these holy 

women were cheered, and their minds lifted up by this interview. Without this 

visit, Elizabeth might never have been so filled with the Holy Spirit, as we are 

here told she was; and Mary might never have uttered that song of praise which 

is now known all over the Church of Christ. The words of an old divine are deep 

and true--"Happiness communicated doubles itself. Grief grows greater by 

concealing--joy by expression." 

We should always regard communion with other believers as an eminent means 

of grace. It is a refreshing break in our journey along the narrow way to 

exchange experience with our fellow travelers. It helps us insensibly and it helps 

them, and so is a mutual gain. It is the nearest approach that we can make on 

earth to the joy of heaven. "As iron sharpens iron, so does the countenance of a 

man his friend." We need reminding of this. The subject does not receive 

sufficient attention, and the souls of believers suffer in consequence. There are 

many who fear the Lord and think upon His name, and yet forget to speak often 

one to another. (Malachi 3:16.) First let us seek the face of God. Then let us seek 

the face of God's friends. If we did this more, and were more careful about the 

company we keep, we would oftener know what it is to feel filled with the Holy 

Spirit. 

We should observe in this passage, the clear spiritual knowledge which 

appears in the language of Elizabeth. She uses an expression about the Virgin 

Mary which shows that she herself was deeply taught of God. She calls her "the 

mother of my Lord." 

Those words "my Lord" are so familiar to our ears, that we miss the fullness of 

their meaning. At the time they were spoken they implied far more than we are 

apt to suppose. They were nothing less than a distinct declaration that the child 

who was to be born of the Virgin Mary was the long promised Messiah, the 

"Lord" of whom David in spirit had prophesied, the Christ of God. Viewed in 

this light, the expression is a wonderful example of faith. It is a confession 

worthy to be placed by the side of that of Peter, when he said to Jesus, "You are 

the Christ." 
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Let us remember the deep meaning of the words, "the Lord," and beware of 

using them lightly and carelessly. Let us consider that they rightly apply to none 

but Him who was crucified for our sins on Calvary. Let the recollection of this 

fact invest the words with a holy reverence, and make us careful how we let 

them fall from our lips. There are two texts connected with the expression which 

should often come to our minds. In one it is written, "No man can say that Jesus 

is the Lord but by the Holy Spirit." In the other it is written, "Every tongue shall 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father." (1 Cor. 12:3. 

Philipp. 2:11.) 

Finally, we should observe in these verses, the high praise which Elizabeth 

bestows upon the grace of faith. "Blessed," she says, "is she who has believed 

that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished!" We need not wonder 

that this holy woman should thus commend faith. No doubt she was well 

acquainted with the Old Testament Scriptures. She knew the great things that 

faith had done. What is the whole history of God's saints in every age but a 

record of men and women who obtained a good report by faith? What is the 

simple story of all from Abel downwards but a narrative of redeemed sinners 

who believed, and so were blessed? By faith they embraced promises. By faith 

they lived. By faith they walked. By faith they endured hardships. By faith they 

looked to an unseen Saviour, and good things yet to come. By faith they battled 

with the world, the flesh, and the devil. By faith they overcame, and got safely 

home. Of this goodly company the Virgin Mary was proving herself one. No 

wonder that Elizabeth said, "Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord 

has said to her will be accomplished!" 

Do we know anything of this precious faith? This, after all, is the question that 

concerns us. Do we know anything of the faith of God's elect, the faith which is 

the working of God? (Titus 1:2. Col. ii. 12.) Let us never rest until we know it 

by experience. Once knowing it, let us never cease to pray that our faith may 

grow exceedingly. Better a thousand times be rich in faith than rich in gold. 

Gold will be worthless in the unseen world to which we are all traveling. Faith 

will be owned in that world before God the Father and the holy angels. When 

the great white throne is set, and the books are opened, when the dead are called 

from their graves, and receiving their final sentence, the value of faith will at 

length be fully known. Men will learn then, if they never learned before, how 

true are the words, "Blessed are those who believed." 
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Luke 1:46-56 

Maryôs Song, the Magnificat 

These verses contain the Virgin Mary's famous hymn of praise, in the prospect 

of becoming the "mother of our Lord." Next to the Lord's Prayer, perhaps, few 

passages of Scripture are better known than this. Wherever the Church of 

England Prayer-book is used, this hymn forms part of the evening service. And 

we need not wonder that the compilers of that Prayer-book gave it so prominent 

a place. No words can express more aptly the praise for redeeming mercy which 

ought to form part of the public worship of every branch of Christ's Church. 

Let us mark, firstly, the full acquaintance with Scripture which this hymn 

exhibits. We are reminded as we read it, of many expressions in the book of 

Psalms. Above all, we are reminded of the song of Hannah, in the book of 

Samuel. (1 Sam. 2) It is evident that the memory of the Blessed Virgin was 

stored with Scripture. She was familiar, whether by hearing or by reading, with 

the Old Testament. And so, when out of the abundance of her heart her mouth 

spoke, she gave vent to her feelings in Scriptural language. Moved by the Holy 

Spirit to break forth into praise, she chooses language which the Holy Spirit had 

already consecrated and used. 

Let us strive, every year we live, to become more deeply acquainted with 

Scripture. Let us study it, search into it, dig into it, meditate on it, until it dwell 

in us richly. (Coloss. 3:16.) In particular, let us labor to make ourselves familiar 

with those parts of the Bible which, like the book of Psalms, describe the 

experience of the saints of old. We shall find it most helpful to us in all our 

approaches to God. It will supply us with the best and most suitable language 

both for the expression of our needs and thanksgivings. Such knowledge of the 

Bible can doubtless never be attained without regular, daily study. But the time 

spent on such study is never misspent. It will bear fruit after many days. 

Let us mark, secondly, in this hymn of praise, the Virgin Mary's deep 

humility.  She who was chosen of God to the high honour of being Messiah's 

mother, speaks of her own "low estate," and acknowledges her need of a 

"Saviour." She does not let fall a word to show that she regarded herself as a 

sinless, "immaculate" person. On the contrary, she uses the language of one who 

has been taught by the grace of God to feel her own sins, and so far from being 

able to save others, requires a Saviour for her own soul. We may safely affirm 

that none would be more forward to reprove the honour paid by the Romish 

Church to the Virgin Mary, than the Virgin Mary herself. 
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Let us copy this holy humility of our Lord's mother, while we steadfastly refuse 

to regard her as a mediator, or to pray to her. Like her, let us be lowly in our 

own eyes, and think little of ourselves. Humility is the highest grace that can 

adorn the Christian character. It is a true saying of an old divine, that "a man has 

just so much Christianity as he has humility." It is the grace, which of all is most 

suiting to human nature. Above all, it is the grace which is within the reach of 

every converted person. All are not rich. All are not learned. All are not highly 

gifted. All are not preachers. But all children of God may be clothed with 

humility. 

Let us mark, thirdly, the lively thankfulness of the Virgin Mary. It stands out 

prominently in all the early part of her hymn. Her "soul magnifies the Lord." 

Her "spirit rejoices in God." "All generations shall call her blessed." "Great 

things have been done for her." We can scarcely enter into the full extent of 

feelings which a holy Jewess would experience on finding herself in Mary's 

position. But we should try to recollect them as we read her repeated expressions 

of praise. 

We too shall do well to walk in Mary's steps in this matter, and cultivate a 

thankful spirit. It has ever been a mark of God's most distinguished saints in 

every age. David, in the Old Testament, and Paul, in the New, are remarkable 

for their thankfulness. We seldom read much of their writings without finding 

them blessing and praising God. Let us rise from our beds every morning with a 

deep conviction that we are debtors, and that every day we have more mercies 

than we deserve. Let us look around us every week, as we travel through the 

world, and see whether we have not much to thank God for. If our hearts are in 

the right place, we shall never find any difficulty in building an Ebenezer. Well 

would it be if our prayers and supplications were more mingled with 

thanksgiving. (1 Sam. 7:12. Phil. 4:6.) 

Let us mark, fourthly, the experimental acquaintance with God's former 

dealings with His people, which the Virgin Mary possessed. She speaks of 

God as One whose "mercy is on those who fear Him"--as One who "scatters the 

proud, and puts down the mighty, and sends the rich empty away"--as One who 

"exalts them of low degree, and fills the hungry with good things." She spoke, 

no doubt, in recollection of Old Testament history. She remembered how Israel's 

God had put down Pharaoh, and the Canaanites, and the Philistines, and 

Sennacherib, and Haman, and Belshazzar. She remembered how He had exalted 

Joseph and Moses, and Samuel, and David, and Esther, and Daniel, and never 

allowed His chosen people to be completely destroyed. And in all God's 

dealings with herself, in placing honour upon a poor woman of Nazareth--in 
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raising up Messiah in such a dry ground as the Jewish nation seemed to have 

become--she traced the handiwork of Israel's covenant God. 

The true Christian should always give close attention to Bible history, and the 

lives of individual saints. Let us often examine the "footsteps of the flock." 

(Cant. 1:8.) Such study throws light on God's mode of dealing with His people. 

He is of one mind. What He does for them, and to them, in time past, He is 

likely to do in time to come. Such study will teach us what to expect, check 

unwarrantable expectations, and encourage us when cast down. Happy is that 

man whose mind is well stored with such knowledge. It will make him patient 

and hopeful. 

Let us mark, lastly, the firm grasp which the Virgin Mary had of Bible 

promises. She ends her hymn of praise by declaring that God has "blessed Israel 

in remembrance of His mercy," and that He has done "as He spoke to our 

fathers, to Abraham and his seed forever." These words show clearly that she 

remembered the old promise made to Abraham, "In you shall all nations of the 

earth be blessed." And it is evident that in the approaching birth of her Son she 

regarded this promise as about to be fulfilled. 

Let us learn from this holy woman's example, to lay firm hold on Bible 

promises. It is of the deepest importance to our peace to do so. Promises are, in 

fact, the manna that we should daily eat, and the water that we should daily 

drink, as we travel through the wilderness of this world. We see not yet all 

things put under us. We see not Christ, and heaven, and the book of life and the 

mansions prepared for us. We walk by faith, and this faith leans on promises. 

But on those promises we may lean confidently. They will bear all the weight 

we can lay on them. We shall find one day, like the Virgin Mary, that God keeps 

His word, and that what He has spoken, so He will always in due time perform. 

 Luke 1:57-66 

The Birth of John the Baptist 

We have in this passage the history of a birth, the birth of a burning and shining 

light in the Church, the forerunner of Christ Himself--John the Baptist. The 

language in which the Holy Spirit describes the event is well worthy of remark. 

It is written that "The Lord showed great mercy to Elizabeth." There was mercy 

in bringing her safely through her time of trial. There was mercy in making her 

the mother of a living child. Happy are those family circles, whose births are 

viewed in this light--as especial instances of "the mercy" of the Lord. 
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We see in the conduct of Elizabeth's neighbours and cousins, a striking 

example of the kindness we owe to one another. It is written that "They 

rejoiced with her." How much more happiness there would be in this evil world, 

if conduct like that of Elizabeth's relations was more common! Sympathy in one 

another's joys and sorrows costs little, and yet is a grace of most mighty power. 

Like the oil on the wheels of some large engine, it may seem a trifling and 

unimportant thing, yet in reality it has an immense influence on the comfort and 

well-working of the whole machine of society. A kind word of congratulation or 

consolation is seldom forgotten. The heart that is warmed by good tidings, or 

chilled by affliction, is peculiarly susceptible, and sympathy to such a heart is 

often more precious than gold. 

The servant of Christ will do well to remember this grace. It seems "a little one," 

and amid the din of controversy, and the battle about mighty doctrines, we are 

sadly apt to overlook it. Yet it is one of those pins of the tabernacle which we 

must not leave in the wilderness. It is one of those ornaments of the Christian 

character which make it beautiful in the eyes of men. Let us not forget that it is 

enforced upon us by a special precept--"Rejoice with those who do rejoice, and 

weep with those who weep." (Rom. 12:15.) The practice of it seems to bring 

down a special blessing. The Jews who came to comfort Mary and Martha at 

Bethany, saw the greatest miracle that Jesus ever worked. Above all, it is 

commended to us by the most perfect example. Our Lord was ready both to go 

to a marriage feast, and to weep at a grave. (John 2, John 11) Let us be ever 

ready to go and do likewise. 

We see in the conduct of Zachariah in this passage, a striking example of the 

benefit of affliction. He resists the wishes of his relations to call his new-born 

son after his own name. He clings firmly to the name "John," by which the angel 

Gabriel had commanded him to be called. He shows that his nine months' 

dumbness had not been inflicted on him in vain. He is no longer faithless, but 

believing. He now believes every word that Gabriel had spoken to him, and 

every word of his message shall be obeyed. 

We need not doubt that the past nine months had been a most profitable time to 

the soul of Zachariah. He had learned, probably, more about his own heart, and 

about God, than he ever knew before. His conduct shows it. Correction had 

proved instruction. He was ashamed of his unbelief. Like Job, he could say, "I 

have heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you." Like 

Hezekiah, when the Lord left him, he had found out what was in his heart. (Job 

42:5. 2 Chron. 32:31.) 



51 

 

Let us take heed that affliction does us good, as it did to Zachariah. We cannot 

escape trouble in a sin-laden world. Man is born to trouble, as the sparks fly 

upwards. (Job 5:7.) But in the time of our trouble, let us make earnest prayer that 

we may "hear the rod and who has appointed it," that we may learn wisdom by 

the rod, and not harden our hearts against God. "Sanctified afflictions," says an 

old divine, "are spiritual promotions." The sorrow that humbles us, and drives us 

nearer to God, is a blessing, and a downright gain. No case is more hopeless 

than that of the man who, in time of affliction turns his back upon God. There is 

a dreadful mark set against one of the kings of Judah--"In his time of trouble 

King Ahaz became even more unfaithful to the Lord." (2 Chron. 28:22.) 

We see in the early history of John Baptist the nature of the blessing that we 

should desire for all young children. We read that "the hand of the Lord was 

with him." 

We are not told distinctly what these words mean. We are left to gather their 

meaning from the promise that went before John before his birth, and the life 

that John lived all his days. But we need not doubt that the hand of the Lord was 

with John to sanctify and renew his heart--to teach and fit him for his office--to 

strengthen him for all his work as the forerunner of the Lamb of God--to 

encourage him in all his bold denunciation of men's sins--and to comfort him in 

his last hours, when he was beheaded in prison. We know that he was filled with 

the Holy Spirit from his mother's womb. We need not doubt that from his 

earliest years the grace of the Holy Spirit appeared in his ways. In his boyhood 

as well as in his manhood the constraining power of a mighty principle from 

above appeared in him. That power was the "hand of the Lord." 

This is the portion that we ought to seek for our children. It is the best portion, 

the happiest portion, the only portion that can never be lost, and will endure 

beyond the grave. It is good to have over them "the hand" of teachers and 

instructors; but it is better still to have "the hand of the Lord." We may be 

thankful if they obtain the patronage of the great and the rich. But we ought to 

care far more for their obtaining the favour of God. The hand of the Lord is a 

thousand times better than the hand of Herod. The one is weak, foolish, and 

uncertain; caressing today and beheading tomorrow. The other is almighty, all-

wise, and unchangeable. Where it holds it holds for evermore. Let us bless God 

that the Lord never changes. What He was in John the Baptist's day, He is now. 

What He did for the son of Zachariah, He can do for our boys and girls. But He 

waits to be entreated. If we would have the hand of the Lord with our children, 

we must diligently seek it. 
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 Luke 1:67-80 

Zachariahôs song 

Another hymn of praise demands our attention in these verses. We have read the 

thanksgiving of Mary, the mother of our Lord. Let us now read the thanksgiving 

of Zachariah, the father of John the Baptist. We have heard what praises the first 

advent of Christ drew from the Virgin of the house of David. Let us now hear 

what praise it draws from an aged priest. 

We should notice, firstly, the deep thankfulness of a Jewish believer's heart 

in the prospect of Messiah's appearing. Praise is the first word that falls from 

the mouth of Zachariah as soon as his speechlessness is removed, and his tongue 

restored. He begins with the same expression with which Paul begins several of 

his epistles--"Blessed be the Lord." 

At this period of the world we can hardly understand the depth of this good 

man's feelings. We must imagine ourselves in his position. We must fancy 

ourselves seeing the fulfilment of the oldest promise in the Old Testament--the 

promise of a Saviour, and beholding the accomplishment of this promise 

brought near to our own door. We must try to realize what a dim and imperfect 

view men had of the Gospel before Christ actually appeared, and the shadows 

and types passed away. Then perhaps we may have some idea of the feelings of 

Zachariah when he cried out, "Blessed be the Lord." 

It may be feared that Christians have very low and inadequate conceptions of 

their amazing privileges in living under the full light of the Gospel. We have 

probably a very faint idea of the comparative dimness and twilight of the Jewish 

dispensation. We have a very feeble notion of what a church must have been 

before the incarnation of Christ. Let us open our eyes to the extent of our 

obligations. Let us learn from the example of Zachariah, to be more thankful. 

We should notice, secondly, in this hymn of praise, how much emphasis 

Zachariah lays on God's fulfilment  of His promises. He declares that God has 

"visited and redeemed his people," speaking of it in the manner of the prophets 

as a thing already accomplished, because sure to take place. He goes on to 

proclaim the instrument of this redemption--"a horn of salvation"--a strong 

Saviour of the house of David. And then he adds that all this is done, "as He 

spoke by the mouth of His holy prophet, to perform the mercy promised, to 

remember His holy covenant, and the oath which He swore to our father 

Abraham." 
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It is clear that the souls of Old Testament believers fed much on God's promises. 

They were obliged to walk by faith far more than we are. They knew nothing of 

the great facts which we know about Christ's life, and death, and resurrection. 

They looked forward to redemption as a thing hoped for, but not yet seen--and 

their only warrant for their hope was God's covenanted word. Their faith may 

well put us to shame. So far from disparaging Old Testament believers, as some 

are disposed to do, we ought to marvel that they were what they were. 

Let us learn to rest on promises and embrace them as Zachariah did. Let us not 

doubt that every word of God about His people concerning things future, shall as 

surely be fulfilled as every word about them has been fulfilled concerning things 

past. Their safety is secured by promise. The world, the flesh, and the devil, 

shall never prevail against any believer. Their acquittal at the last day is secured 

by promise. They shall not come into condemnation, but shall be presented 

spotless before the Father's throne. Their final glory is secured by promise. Their 

Saviour shall come again the second time, as surely as He came the first--to 

gather His saints together and to give them a crown of righteousness. Let us be 

persuaded of these promises. Let us embrace them and not let them go. They 

will never fail us. God's word is never broken. He is not a man that He should 

lie. We have a seal on every promise which Zachariah never saw. We have the 

seal of Christ's blood to assure us, that what God has promised God will 

perform. 

We should notice, thirdly, in this hymn, what clear views of Christ's kingdom 

Zachariah possessed. He speaks of being "saved and delivered from the hands 

of enemies," as if he had in view a temporal kingdom and a temporal deliverer 

from Gentile power. But he does not stop here. He declares that the kingdom of 

Messiah, is a kingdom in which His people are to "serve Him without fear, in 

holiness and righteousness before Him." This kingdom, he proclaimed, was 

drawing near. Prophets had long foretold that it would one day be set up. In the 

birth of his son John the Baptist, and the near approach of Christ, Zachariah saw 

this kingdom close at hand. 

The foundation of this kingdom of Messiah was laid by the preaching of the 

Gospel. From that time the Lord Jesus has been continually gathering out 

subjects from an evil world. The full completion of the kingdom is an event yet 

to come. The saints of the Most High shall one day have entire dominion. The 

little stone of the Gospel-kingdom shall yet fill the whole earth. But whether in 

its incomplete or complete state, the subjects of the kingdom are always of one 

character. They "serve God without fear." They serve God in "holiness and 

righteousness." 



54 

 

Let us give all diligence to belong to this kingdom. Small as it seems now, it will 

be great and glorious one day. The men and women who have served God in 

"holiness and righteousness" shall one day see all things put under them. Every 

enemy shall be subdued, and they shall reign forever in that new heaven and 

earth, wherein dwells righteousness. 

We should notice, finally, what clear views of doctrine Zachariah enjoyed. 

He ends his hymn of praise by addressing his infant son John the Baptist. He 

foretells that he shall "go before the face" of Messiah, and "give knowledge of 

the salvation" that He is about to bring in--a salvation which is all of grace and 

mercy--a salvation of which the leading privileges are "remission of sins," 

"light," and "peace." 

Let us end the chapter by examining what we know of these three glorious 

privileges. Do we know anything of pardon? Have we turned from darkness to 

light? Have we tasted peace with God? These, after all, are the realities of 

Christianity. These are the things, without which church-membership and 

sacraments save no one's soul. Let us never rest until we are experimentally 

acquainted with them. Mercy and grace have provided them. Mercy and grace 

will give them to all who call on Christ's name. Let us never rest until the Spirit 

witnesses with our spirit that our sins are forgiven us, that we have passed from 

darkness to light, and that we are actually walking in the narrow way, the way of 

peace. 
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At Bethlehem ïEntering the birthplace 

 

Chronology of this period  

6-5 B.C.  

Johnôs birth announced to Zechariah Luke 1:5-25 

6 monthôs later  

Jesusô birth announced to Mary 

Mary goes to see Elizabeth 

Luke 1:26-38 

Luke 1:39-56 

3 monthôs later  

Mary returns to Nazareth 

Joseph receives a message 

John born 

Luke 1:56 

Matthew 1:18-24 

Luke 1:57-80 

5 B.C.  

Jesus born Matthew 1:25 

Luke 2:1-7 

8 days later  

Jesus is circumcised Luke 2:21 

33 days later  

Jesus presented in the temple Luke 2:22-38 

4 B.C  

Magi visit the King 

Fight to Egypt 

Murder of Bethlehemôs children 

Matthew 2:1-12 

Matthew 2:13-15 

Matthew 2:16-18 

3-2 B.C.  

Return to Nazareth Luke 2:39 

Matthew 2:19-23 
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Chapter 2 

 

Bethlehem ï At the birth place of Jesus ï Eucharist celebration 

 

2:1-20 Birth of Jesus 

1-3 Census of Quirinius 

4-20 Birth in Bethlehem
4
 

2:21-38 The infancy of Jesus 

21-24  The circumcision and presentation 

25-38 Simeonôs and Annaôs prophecies 

2:39-52 The boyhood of Jesus 

39-40 Synopsis of his boyhood years 

41-52 His visit to Jerusalem at twelve 

Luke 2:1-7 

The Birth of Jesus 

We have, in these verses, the story of a birth--the birth of the incarnate Son of 

God, the Lord Jesus Christ. Every birth of a living child is a marvellous event. It 

brings into being a soul that will never die. But never since the world began was 

                                           
4
 Date of Christmas. Our traditional date of 25 December as the day of Christôs birth was set 

in the fourth century. It was the day settled upon by the Western church. The Eastern church 

celebrates January 6. Actually the day is unknown. Apparently the nativity did not occur in 

the winter, since the shepherds in Palestine customarily do not remain in the open with the 

flocks, except from spring to autumn. 
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a birth so marvellous as the birth of Christ. In itself it was a miracle--"God was 

manifest in the flesh." (1 Tim. 3:16.) The blessings it brought into the world 

were unspeakable--it opened to man the door of everlasting life. 

In reading these verses, let us first notice the TIMES when Christ was born. It 

was in the days when Augustus, the first Roman emperor, made "a decree that 

all the world should be taxed." 

The wisdom of God appears in this simple fact. The scepter was practically 

departing from Judah. (Gen. 49:10.) The Jews were coming under the dominion 

and taxation of a foreign power. Strangers were beginning to rule over them. 

They had no longer a really independent government of their own. The "due 

time" had come for the promised Messiah to appear. Augustus taxes "the world," 

and at once Christ is born. 

It was a time peculiarly suitable for the introduction of Christ's Gospel. The 

whole civilized earth was at length governed by one master. (Dan. 2:40.) There 

was nothing to prevent the preacher of a new faith going from city to city, and 

country to country. The princes and priests of the heathen world had been 

weighed in the balances and found lacking. Egypt, and Assyria, and Babylon, 

and Persia, and Greece, and Rome, had all successively proved that "the world 

by wisdom knew not God." (1 Cor. 1:21.) Notwithstanding their mighty 

conquerors, and poets, and historians, and architects, and philosophers, the 

kingdoms of the world were full of dark idolatry. It was indeed "due time" for 

God to interpose from heaven, and send down an almighty Saviour. It was "due 

time" for Christ to be born. (Rom. 5:6.) 

Let us ever rest our souls on the thought, that times are in God's hand. (Psalm 

31:15.) He knows the best season for sending help to His church, and new light 

to the world. Let us beware of giving way to over anxiety about the course of 

events around us, as if we knew better than the King of kings what time relief 

should come. "Cease, Philip, to try to govern the world," was a frequent saying 

of Luther to an anxious friend. It was a saying full of wisdom. 

Let us notice, secondly, the PLACE where Christ was born. It was not at 

Nazareth of Galilee, where His mother, the Virgin Mary, lived. The prophet 

Micah had foretold that the event was to take place at Bethlehem. (Micah 5:2.) 

And so it came to pass. At Bethlehem Christ was born. 

The overruling providence of God appears in this simple fact. He orders all 

things in heaven and earth. He turns the hearts of kings wherever He will. He 

overruled the time when Augustus decreed the taxing. He directed the 
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enforcement of the decree in such a way, that Mary must needs be at Bethlehem 

when "the time came for the baby to be born." Little did the haughty Roman 

emperor, and his officer Cyrenius, think that they were only instruments in the 

hand of the God of Israel, and were only carrying out the eternal purposes of the 

King of kings. Little did they think that they were helping to lay the foundation 

of a kingdom, before which the empires of this world would all go down one 

day, and Roman idolatry pass away. The words of Isaiah, upon a like occasion, 

should be remembered, "He means not so, neither does his heart think so." 

(Isaiah 10:7.) 

The heart of a believer should take comfort in the recollection of God's 

providential government of the world. A true Christian should never be greatly 

moved or disturbed by the conduct of the rulers of the earth. He should see with 

the eye of faith a hand overruling all that they do to the praise and glory of God. 

He should regard every king and potentate--an Augustus, a Cyrenius, a Darius, a 

Cyrus, a Sennacherib--as a creature who, with all his power, can do nothing but 

what God allows, and nothing which is not carrying out God's will. And when 

the rulers of this world "set themselves against the Lord," he should take 

comfort in the words of Solomon, "There is one higher than they." (Eccles. 5:8.) 

Let us notice, lastly, the MANNER in which Christ was born. He was not 

born under the roof of His mother's house, but in a strange place, and at an 

"inn." When born, He was not laid in a carefully prepared cradle. He was "laid 

in a manger (that is, a feeding trough for the cattle), because there was no room 

in the inn." 

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 passes knowledge. It is unspeakable and unsearchable. Never let us 

forget that through this humiliation Jesus has purchased for us a title to glory. 

Through His life of suffering, as well as His death, He has obtained eternal 

redemption for us. All through His life He was poor for our sakes, from the hour 

of His birth to the hour of His death. And through His poverty we are made rich. 

(2 Cor. 8:9.) 

Let us beware of despising the poor, because of their poverty. Their condition is 

one which the Son of God has sanctified and honoured, by taking it voluntarily 

on Himself. God is no respecter of people. He looks at the hearts of men, and 

not at their incomes. Let us never be ashamed of the affliction of poverty, if God 
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thinks fit to lay it upon us. To be godless and covetous is disgraceful, but it is no 

disgrace to be poor. A lowly dwelling place, and coarse food, and a hard bed, 

are not pleasing to flesh and blood. But they are the portion which the Lord 

Jesus Himself willingly accepted from the day of His entrance into the world. 

Wealth ruins far more souls than poverty. When the love of money begins to 

creep over us, let us think of the manger at Bethlehem, and of Him who was laid 

in it. Such thoughts may deliver us from much harm. 

 Luke 2:8-20 

The Shepherds and the Angels 

We read, in these verses, how the birth of the Lord Jesus was first announced to 

the children of men. The birth of a king's son is generally made an occasion of 

public reveling and rejoicing. The announcement of the birth of the Prince of 

Peace was made privately, at midnight, and without anything of worldly pomp 

and ostentation. 

Let us mark who they were to whom the tidings first came that Christ was 

born. They were "shepherds abiding in the field near Bethlehem, keeping watch 

over their flocks by night." To shepherds--not to priests and rulers--to 

shepherds--not to Scribes and Pharisees, an angel appeared, proclaiming, "unto 

you is born this day a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord." 

The saying of James should come into our mind, as we read these words--"Has 

not God chosen the poor of this world, rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, 

which he has promised to those who love him." (James 2:5.) The lack of money 

debars no one from spiritual privileges. The things of God's kingdom are often 

hidden from the great and noble, and revealed to the poor. The busy labor of the 

hands need not prevent a man being favoured with special communion with 

God. Moses was keeping sheep, Gideon was threshing wheat, Elisha was 

ploughing, when they were each honoured by direct calls and revelations from 

God. Let us resist the suggestion of Satan, that religion is not for the working 

man. The weak of the world are often called before the mighty. The last are 

often first, and the first last. 

Let us mark, secondly, the language used by the angel in announcing Christ's 

birth to the shepherds. He said, "I bring you good tidings of great joy, which 

shall be to all people." 

We need not wonder at these words. The spiritual darkness which had covered 

the earth for four thousand years, was about to be rolled away. The way to 

pardon and peace with God was about to be thrown open to all mankind. The 
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head of Satan was about to be crushed. Liberty was about to be proclaimed to 

the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind. The mighty truth was about to 

be proclaimed that God could be just, and yet, for Christ's sake, justify the 

ungodly. Salvation was no longer to be seen through types and figures, but 

openly, and face to face. The knowledge of God was no longer to be confined to 

the Jews, but to be offered to the whole Gentile world. The days of heathenism 

were numbered. The first stone of God's kingdom was about to be set up. If this 

was not "good tidings," there never were tidings that deserved the name. 

Let us mark, thirdly, who they were that first praised God, when Christ was 

born. They were ANGELS, and not men--angels who had never sinned, and 

needed no Saviour--angels who had not fallen, and required no redeemer, and no 

atoning blood. The first hymn to the honour of "God manifest in the flesh," was 

sung by "a multitude of the heavenly host." 

Let us note this fact. It is full of deep spiritual lessons. It shows us what good 

servants the angels are. All that their heavenly Master does pleases and interests 

them. It shows us what clear knowledge they have. They know what misery sin 

has brought into creation. They know the blessedness of heaven, and the 

privilege of an open door into it. Above all, it shows us the deep love and 

compassion which the angels feel towards poor lost man. They rejoice in the 

glorious prospect of many souls being saved, and many brands plucked from the 

burning. 

Let us strive to be more like-minded with the angels. Our spiritual ignorance and 

deadness appear most painfully in our inability to enter into the joy which we 

see them here expressing. Surely if we hope to dwell with them forever in 

heaven, we ought to share something of their feelings while we are here upon 

earth. Let us seek a more deep sense of the sinfulness and misery of sin, and 

then we shall have a more deep sense of thankfulness for redemption. 

Let us mark, fourthly, the hymn of praise which the heavenly host sung in the 

hearing of the shepherds. They said, "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth 

peace, good will towards men." 

These famous words are variously interpreted. Man is by nature so dull in 

spiritual things, that it seems as if he cannot understand a sentence of heavenly 

language when he hears it. Yet a meaning may be drawn from the words which 

is free from any objection, and is not only good sense, but excellent theology, 

"Glory to God in the highest!" the song begins. 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, 
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mercy, and wisdom--as they never were glorified before. Creation glorified God, 

but not so much as redemption. 

"Peace on earth!" the song goes on. Now is come to earth the peace of God 

which passes all understanding--the perfect peace between a holy God and sinful 

man, which Christ was to purchase with His own blood--the peace which is 

offered freely to all mankind--the peace which, once admitted into the heart, 

makes men live at peace one with another, and will one day overspread the 

whole world. 

"Good will towards men!" the song concludes. Now is come the time when 

God's kindness and good will towards guilty man is to be fully made known. His 

power was seen in creation. His justice was seen in the flood. But His mercy 

remained to be fully revealed by the appearing and atonement of Jesus Christ. 

Such was the purport of the angels' song. Happy are they that can enter into its 

meaning, and with their hearts subscribe to its contents. The man who hopes to 

dwell in heaven, should have some experimental acquaintance with the language 

of its inhabitants. 

Let us mark, before we leave the passage, the prompt obedience to the 

heavenly vision displayed by the shepherds. We see in them no doubts, or 

questionings, or hesitation. Strange and improbable as the tidings might seem, 

they at once act upon them. They went to Bethlehem in haste. They found 

everything exactly as it had been told them. Their simple faith received a rich 

reward. They had the mighty privilege of being the first of all mankind, after 

Mary and Joseph, who saw with believing eyes the new-born Messiah. They 

soon returned, "glorifying and praising God" for what they had seen. 

May our spirit be like theirs! May we ever believe implicitly, act promptly, and 

wait for nothing, when the path of duty is clear! So doing, we shall have a 

reward like that of the shepherds. The journey that is begun in faith, will 

generally end in praise. 

Luke 2:21-24 

Jesus presented in the Temple 

The first point which demands our attention in this passage, is the obedience 

which our Lord rendered, as an infant, to the Jewish law. We read of His 

being circumcised on the eighth day. It is the earliest fact which is recorded in 

His history. 
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It is a mere waste of time to speculate, as some have done, about the reason why 

our Lord submitted to circumcision. We know that "in Him was no sin," either 

original or actual. (1 John 3:5.) His being circumcised was not meant in the least 

as an acknowledgment that there was any tendency to corruption in His heart. It 

was not a confession of inclination to evil, and of need of grace to mortify the 

deeds of His body. All this should be carefully borne in mind. 

Let it suffice us to remember that our Lord's circumcision was a public 

testimony to Israel, that according to the flesh He was a Jew, made of a Jewish 

woman, and "made under the law." (Gal. 4:4.) Without it He would not have 

fulfilled the law's requirements. Without it He could not have been recognized 

as the son of David, and the seed of Abraham.  

Let us remember, furthermore, that circumcision was absolutely necessary 

before our Lord could be heard as a teacher in Israel. Without it he would have 

had no place in any lawful Jewish assembly, and no right to any Jewish 

ordinance. Without it He would have been regarded by all Jews as nothing better 

than an uncircumcised Gentile, and an apostate from the faith of the fathers. 

Let our Lord's submission to an ordinance which He did not need for Himself, 

be a lesson to us in our daily life. Let us endure much, rather than increase the 

offence of the Gospel, or hinder in any way the cause of God. The words of Paul 

deserve frequent pondering--"Though I be free from all men, yet have I made 

myself servant unto all, that I might gain the more, and unto the Jews I became 

as a Jew, that I might gain the Jews--to those who are under the law, as under 

the law, that I might gain those who are under the law." "I am made all things to 

all men, that I might by all means save some." (1 Cor. 9:19-22.) The man who 

wrote these words walked very closely in the footsteps of His crucified Master. 

The second point which demands our attention in this passage, is the name by 

which our Lord was called, by God's special command. "Eight days later, 

when the baby was circumcised, he was named JESUS, the name given him by 

the angel even before he was conceived." The word Jesus means simply 

"Saviour." It is the same word as "Joshua" in the Old Testament. Very striking 

and instructive is the selection of this name. The Son of God came down from 

heaven to be not only the Saviour, but the King, the Lawgiver, the Prophet, the 

Priest, the Judge of fallen man. Had He chosen any one of these titles, He would 

only have chosen that which was His own. But He passed by them all. He 

selects a name which speaks of mercy, grace, help, and deliverance for a lost 

world. It is as a deliverer and Redeemer that He desires principally to be known. 
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Let us often ask ourselves what our own hearts know of the Son of God. Is He 

our Jesus, our Saviour? This is the question on which our salvation turns. Let it 

not content us to know Christ as One who wrought mighty miracles, and spoke 

as never man spoke; or to know Him as One who is very God, and will one day 

judge the world. Let us see that we know Him experimentally, as our Deliverer 

from the guilt and power of sin, and our Redeemer from Satan's bondage. Let us 

strive to be able to say, "This is my Friend--I was dead, and He gave me life--I 

was a prisoner, and He set me free." Precious indeed is this name of Jesus to all 

true believers! It is "as ointment poured forth." (Cant. 1:3.) It restores them 

when conscience-troubled. It comforts them when cast down. It smooths their 

pillows in sickness. It supports them in the hour of death. "The name of the Lord 

is a strong tower; the righteous runs into it, and is safe." (Prov. 18:10.) 

The last point which demands our attention in this passage, is the poor and 

humble condition of our Lord's mother, the Virgin Mary. This is a fact 

which, at first sight, may not stand out clearly in the form of these verses. But a 

reference to the twelfth chapter of Leviticus will at once make it plain. There we 

shall see, that the offering which Mary made was specially appointed to be made 

by poor people--"If she is not able to bring a lamb, then she shall bring two 

turtle-doves, or two young pigeons." In short, her offering was a public 

declaration that she was poor. (Lev. 12:6.) 

Poverty, it is manifest, was our Lord's portion upon earth, from the days of His 

earliest infancy. He was nursed and tended as a babe, by a poor woman. He 

passed the first thirty years of His life on earth, under the roof of a poor man. 

We need not doubt that He ate a poor man's food, and wore a poor man's 

apparel, and worked a poor man's work, and shared in all a poor man's troubles. 

Such condescension is truly marvellous. Such an example of humility passes 

man's understanding. 

Facts like these ought often to be laid to heart by poor people. They would help 

to silence murmuring and complaining, and go far to reconcile them to their hard 

lot. The simple fact that Jesus was born of a poor woman, and lived all his life 

on earth among poor people, ought to silence the common argument that 

"religion is not for the poor." Above all it ought to encourage every poor 

believer in all his approaches to the throne of grace in prayer. Let him remember 

in all his prayers that his mighty Mediator in heaven is accustomed to poverty, 

and knows by experience the heart of a poor man. Well would it be for the world 

if working men could only see that Christ is the true poor man's friend! 
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Luke 2:25-35 

The Prophecy of Simeon 

We have in these verses the history of one whose name is nowhere else 

mentioned in the New Testament, "a just and devout man" named Simeon. We 

know nothing of his life before or after the time when Christ was born. We are 

only told that he came by the Spirit into the temple, when the child Jesus was 

brought there by His mother, and that he "took him up in his arms and blessed 

God "in words which are now well-known all over the world. 

We see, in the case of Simeon, how God has a believing people even in the 

worst of places, and in the darkest times. Religion was at a very low ebb in 

Israel when Christ was born. The faith of Abraham was spoiled by the doctrines 

of Pharisees and Sadducees. The fine gold had become deplorably dim. Yet even 

then we find in the midst of Jerusalem a man "just and devout"--a man "upon 

whom is the Holy Spirit." 

It is a cheering thought that God never leaves Himself entirely without a 

witness. Small as His believing church may sometimes be, the gates of hell shall 

never completely prevail against it. The true church may be driven into the 

wilderness, and be a scattered little flock, but it never dies. There was a Lot in 

Sodom and an Obadiah in Ahab's household, a Daniel in Babylon and a 

Jeremiah in Zedekiah's court; and in the last days of the Jewish Church, when its 

iniquity was almost full, there were godly people, like Simeon, even in 

Jerusalem. 

True Christians, in every age, should remember this and take comfort. It is a 

truth which they are apt to forget, and in consequence to give way to 

despondency. "I alone am left," said Elijah, "and they seek my life to take it 

away." But what said the answer of God to him, "Yet have I reserved seven 

thousand in Israel." (1 Kings 19:14, 18.) Let us learn to be more hopeful. Let us 

believe that grace can live and flourish, even in the most unfavorable 

circumstances. There are more Simeons in the world than we suppose. 

We see in the song of Simeon how completely a believer can be delivered 

from the fear of death. "Lord," says old Simeon, "now let you your servant 

depart in peace." He speaks like one for whom the grave has lost its terrors, and 

the world its charms. He desires to be released from the miseries of this pilgrim-

state of existence, and to be allowed to go home. He is willing to be "absent 

from the body and present with the Lord." He speaks as one who knows where 

he is going when he departs this life, and cares not how soon he goes. The 
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change with him will be a change for the better, and he desires that his change 

may come. 

What is it that can enable a mortal man to use such language as this? What can 

deliver us from that "fear of death" to which so many are in bondage? What can 

take the sting of death away? There is but one answer to such questions. Nothing 

but strong faith can do it. Faith laying firm hold on an unseen Saviour, faith 

resting on the promises of an unseen God--faith, and faith only, can enable a 

man to look death in the face, and say, "I depart in peace." It is not enough to be 

weary of pain, and sickness, and ready to submit to anything for the sake of a 

'hopeful change'. It is not enough to feel indifferent to the world, when we have 

no more strength to mingle in its business, or enjoy its pleasures. We must have 

something more than this, if we desire to depart in real peace. We must have 

faith like old Simeon's, even that faith which is the gift of God. Without such 

faith we may die quietly, and there may seem "no bands in our death." (Psalm 

73:4.) But, dying without such faith, we shall never find ourselves at home, 

when we wake up in another world. 

We see, furthermore, in the song of Simeon, what clear views of Christ's work 

and office some Jewish believers attained, even before the Gospel was 

preached. We find this good old man speaking of Jesus as "the salvation which 

God had prepared"--as "a light to enlighten the Gentiles, and the glory of his 

people Israel." Well would it have been for the letter-learned Scribes and 

Pharisees of Simeon's time, if they had sat at his feet, and listened to his word. 

Christ was indeed "a light to enlighten the Gentiles." Without Him they were 

sunk in gross darkness and superstition. They knew not the way of life. They 

worshiped the works of their own hands. Their wisest philosophers were utterly 

ignorant in spiritual things. "Professing themselves to be wise they became 

fools." (Rom. 1:22.) The Gospel of Christ was like sun-rise to Greece and Rome, 

and the whole heathen world. The light which it let in on men's minds on the 

subject of religion, was as great as the change from night to day. 

Christ was indeed "the glory of Israel." The descent from Abraham--the 

covenants--the promises--the law of Moses--the divinely ordered Temple 

service--all these were mighty privileges. But all were as nothing compared to 

the mighty fact, that out of Israel was born the Saviour of the world. This was to 

be the highest honour of the Jewish nation, that the mother of Christ was a 

Jewish woman, and that the blood of One "made of the seed of David, according 

to the flesh," was to make atonement for the sin of mankind. (Rom. 1:3.) 
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The words of old Simeon, let us remember, will yet receive a fuller 

accomplishment. The "light" which he saw by faith, as he held the child Jesus in 

his arms, shall yet shine so brightly that all the nations of the Gentile world shall 

see it. The "glory" of that Jesus whom Israel crucified, shall one day be revealed 

so clearly to the scattered Jews, that they shall look on Him whom they pierced, 

and repent, and be converted. The day shall come when the veil shall be taken 

from the heart of Israel, and all shall "glory in the Lord." (Isaiah. 45:25.) For that 

day let us wait, and watch, and pray. If Christ be the light and glory of our souls, 

that day cannot come too soon. 

We see, lastly, in this passage, a striking account of the RESULTS which 

would follow when Jesus Christ and His Gospel came into the world. Every 

word of old Simeon on this subject deserves private meditation. The whole 

forms a prophecy which is being daily fulfilled. 

Christ was to be "a sign spoken against." He was to be a mark for all the fiery 

darts of the wicked one. He was to be "despised and rejected of men." He and 

His people were to be a "city set upon a hill," assailed on every side, and hated 

by all sorts of enemies. And so it proved. Men who agreed in nothing else have 

agreed in hating Christ. From the very first, thousands have been persecutors 

and unbelievers. Christ was to be the occasion of "the fall of many in Israel." He 

was to be a stone of stumbling and rock of offence to many proud and self-

righteous Jews, who would reject Him and perish in their sins. And so it proved. 

To multitudes among them Christ crucified was a stumbling-block, and His 

Gospel "a savour of death." (1 Cor. 1:23; 2 Cor. 2:16.) 

Christ was to be the occasion of "rising again to many in Israel." He was to 

prove the Saviour of many who, at one time, rejected, blasphemed, and reviled 

Him, but afterwards repented and believed. And so it proved. When the 

thousands who crucified Him repented, and Saul who persecuted Him was 

converted, there was nothing less than a rising again from the dead. 

Christ was to be the occasion of "the thoughts of many hearts being revealed." 

His Gospel was to bring to light the real characters of many people. The enmity 

to God of some--the inward weariness and hunger of others, would be 

discovered by the preaching of the cross. It would show what men really were. 

And so it proved. The Acts of the Apostles, in almost every chapter, bear 

testimony that in this, as in every other item of his prophecy, old Simeon spoke 

truth. 

And now what do we think of Christ? This is the question that ought to occupy 

our minds. What thoughts does He call forth in our hearts? This is the inquiry 
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which ought to receive our attention. Are we for Him, or are we against Him? 

Do we love Him, or do we neglect Him? Do we stumble at His doctrine, or do 

we find it life from the dead? Let us never rest until these questions are 

satisfactorily answered. 

 Luke 2:36-40 

The Adoration of Anna  

The verses we have now read introduce us to a servant of God whose name is 

nowhere else mentioned in the New Testament. The history of Anna, like that of 

Simeon, is related only by Luke. The wisdom of God ordained that a woman as 

well as a man should testify to the fact that Messiah was born. In the mouth of 

two witnesses it was established that Malachi's prophecy was fulfilled, and the 

messenger of the covenant had suddenly come to the Temple. (Malachi 3:1.) 

Let us observe, in these verses, the character of a holy woman before the 

establishment of Christ's Gospel. The facts recorded about Anna are few and 

simple. But we shall find them full of instruction. 

Anna was a woman of irreproachable character. After a married life of only 

seven years' duration, she had spent eighty-four years as a lone widow. The 

trials, desolation, and temptation of such a condition were probably very great. 

But Anna by grace overcame them all. She answered to the description given by 

Paul. She was "a widow indeed." (1 Tim. 5:5.) 

Anna was a woman who loved God's house. "She departed not from the temple." 

She regarded it as the place where God especially dwelt, and toward which 

every pious Jew in foreign lands, like Daniel, loved to direct his prayers. 

"Nearer to God, nearer to God," was the desire of her heart, and she felt that she 

was never so near as within the walls which contained the ark, the altar, and the 

holy of holies. She could enter into David's words, "my soul longs, yes, even 

faints for the courts of the Lord." (Psalm 84:2.) 

Anna was a woman of great self-denial. She "served God with fastings night and 

day." She was continually crucifying the flesh and keeping it in subjection by 

voluntary abstemiousness. Being fully persuaded in her own mind that the 

practice was helpful to her soul, she spared no pains to keep it up. 

Anna was a woman of much prayer. She "served God with prayer night and 

day." She was continually communing with him, as her best Friend, about the 

things that concerned her own peace. She was never weary of pleading with Him 
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on behalf of others, and, above all, for the fulfilment of His promises of 

Messiah. 

Anna was a woman who held communion with other saints. So soon as she had 

seen Jesus, she "spoke of Him" to others whom she knew in Jerusalem, and with 

whom she was evidently on friendly terms. There was a bond of union between 

her and all who enjoyed the same hope. They were servants of the same Master; 

and travellers to the same home. 

And Anna received a rich reward for all her diligence in God's service, before 

she left the world. She was allowed to see Him who had been so long promised, 

and for whose coming she had so often prayed. Her faith was at last changed to 

sight, and her hope to certainty. The joy of this holy woman must indeed have 

been "unspeakable and full of glory." (1 Peter 1:8.) 

It would be well for all Christian women to ponder the character of Anna, and 

learn wisdom from it. The times, no doubt, are greatly changed. The social 

duties of the Christian are very different from those of the Jewish believer at 

Jerusalem. All are not placed by God in the condition of widows. But still, after 

every deduction, there remains much in Anna's history which is worthy of 

imitation. When we read of her consistency, and holiness, and prayerfulness, 

and self-denial, we cannot but wish that many daughters of the Christian Church 

would strive to be like her. 

Let us observe, secondly, in these verses, the description given of saints in 

Jerusalem in the time when Jesus was born. They were people "who looked 

for redemption." 

Faith, we shall always find, is the universal character of God's elect. These men 

and women here described, dwelling in the midst of a wicked city, walked by 

faith, and not by sight. They were not carried away by the flood of worldliness, 

formality, and self-righteousness around them. They were not infected by the 

carnal expectations of a mere worldly Messiah, in which most Jews indulged. 

They lived in the faith of patriarchs and prophets, that the coming Redeemer 

would bring in holiness and righteousness, and that His principal victory would 

be over sin and the devil. For such a Redeemer they waited patiently. For such a 

victory they earnestly longed. 

Let us learn a lesson from these good people. 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. The second advent of Christ is yet to come. The complete 
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"redemption" of this earth from sin, and Satan, and the curse, is yet to take place. 

Let us declare plainly by our lives and conduct, that for this second advent we 

look and long. We may be sure that the highest style of Christianity even now, is 

to "wait for redemption," and to love the Lord's appearing. (Rom. 8:23; 2 Tim. 

4:8.) 

Let us observe, lastly, in these verses, what clear proof we have that the Lord 

Jesus was really and truly man, as well as God. We read, that when Mary and 

Joseph returned to their own city Nazareth, "the child GREW and became 

strong." 

There is, doubtless, much that is deeply mysterious in the Person of the Lord 

Jesus. How the same Person could be at once perfect God and perfect man, is a 

point that necessarily passes our understanding. In what manner and measure, 

and in what proportion at the early part of His life, that divine knowledge which 

He doubtless possessed, was exercised, we cannot possibly explain. It is a lofty 

truth. We cannot attain unto it. 

One thing, however, is perfectly clear, and we shall do well to lay firm hold 

upon it. Our Lord partook of everything that belongs to man's nature, sin only 

excepted. As man He was born an infant. As man He grew from infancy to 

boyhood. As man He yearly increased in bodily strength and mental power, 

during His passage from boyhood to full age. Of all the sinless conditions of 

man's body, its first feebleness, its after growth, its regular progress to maturity, 

He was in the fullest sense a partaker. We must rest satisfied with knowing this. 

To pry beyond is useless. To know this clearly is of much importance. A 

absence of settled knowledge of it has led to many wild heresies. 

One comfortable practical lesson stands out on the face of this truth, which 

ought never to be overlooked. Our Lord is able to sympathize with man in every 

stage of man's existence, from the cradle to the grave. He knows by experience 

the nature and temperament of--the child, the boy, and the young man. He has 

stood in their place. He has occupied their position. He knows their hearts. Let 

us never forget this in dealing with young people about their souls. Let us tell 

them confidently, that there is One in heaven at the right hand of God, who is 

exactly suited to be their Friend. He who died on the cross was once a boy 

Himself, and feels a special interest in boys and girls, as well as in grown up 

people. 
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Luke 2:41-52 

Jesus and His parents at the Passover 

These verses should always be deeply interesting to a reader of the Bible. They 

record the only facts which we know about our Lord Jesus Christ during the first 

thirty years of His life on earth, after His infancy. How many things a Christian 

would like to know about the events of those thirty years, and the daily history 

of the house at Nazareth! But we need not doubt that there is wisdom in the 

silence of Scripture on the subject. If it had been good for us to know more, 

more would have been revealed. 

Let us first, draw from the passage a lesson for all married people. We have it 

in the conduct of Joseph and Mary, here described. We are told that "they went 

to Jerusalem every year, at the feast of the passover." They regularly honored 

God's appointed ordinances and they honored them together. The distance from 

Nazareth to Jerusalem was great. The journey, to poor people without any means 

of conveyance, was, doubtless, troublesome and fatiguing. To leave house and 

home for some two weeks was no slight expense. But God had given Israel a 

command, and Joseph and Mary strictly obeyed it. God had appointed an 

ordinance for their spiritual good, and they regularly kept it. And all that they 

did concerning the Passover they did together. When they went up to the feast, 

they always went up side by side. 

So ought it to be with all Christian husbands and wives. They ought to help one 

another in spiritual things, and to encourage one another in the service of God. 

Marriage, unquestionably, is not a sacrament, as the Roman Church vainly 

asserts. But marriage is a state of life which has the greatest effect on the souls 

of those who enter into it. It helps them upwards or downwards. It leads them 

nearer to heaven or nearer to hell. We all depend much on the company we 

keep. Our characters are insensibly moulded by those with whom we pass our 

time. To none does this apply so much as to married people. Husbands and 

wives are continually doing either good or harm to one another's souls. 

Let all who are married, or think of being married, ponder these things well. Let 

them take example from the conduct of Joseph and Mary, and resolve to do 

likewise. Let them pray together, and read the Bible together, and go to the 

house of God together, and talk to one another about spiritual matters. Above 

all, let them beware of throwing obstacles and discouragements in one another's 

way about means of grace. Blessed are those husbands who say to their wives as 

Elkanah did to Hannah, "Do all that is in your heart." Happy are those wives 
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who say to their husbands as Leah and Rachel did to Jacob, "Whatever God has 

said unto you, do." (1 Sam. 1:23; Gen. 31:16.) 

Let us, secondly, draw from the passage, an example for all young people. We 

have it in the conduct of our Lord Jesus Christ, when He was left by Himself in 

Jerusalem at the age of twelve years. For four days He was out of sight of Mary 

and Joseph. For three days they "sought him sorrowing," not knowing what had 

befallen Him. Who can imagine the anxiety of such a mother at losing such a 

child? And where did they find Him at last? Not idling His time away, or getting 

into mischief, as many boys of twelve years old do. Not in vain and unprofitable 

company. "They found him in the temple of God--sitting in the midst" of the 

Jewish teachers, "hearing" what they had to say, and "asking questions" about 

things He wished to be explained. 

So ought it to be with the younger members of Christian families. They ought to 

be steady and trustworthy behind the backs of their parents, as well as before 

their faces. They ought to seek the company of the wise and prudent, and to use 

every opportunity of getting spiritual knowledge, before the cares of life come 

on them, and while their memories are fresh and strong. 

Let Christian boys and girls ponder these things well, and take example from the 

conduct of Jesus at the age of only twelve years. Let them remember, that if they 

are old enough to do wrong, they are also old enough to do right; and that if able 

to read story-books and to talk, they are also able to read their Bibles and pray. 

Let them remember, that they are accountable to God, even while they are yet 

young, and that it is written that God "heard the voice of a BOY." (Gen. 21:17.) 

Happy indeed are those families in which the children "seek the Lord early," and 

cost their parents no tears. Happy are those parents who can say of their boys 

and girls, when absent from them, "I can trust my children that they will not 

wilfully run into sin." 

Let us, in the last place, draw from this passage, an example for all true 

Christ ians. We have it in the solemn words which our Lord addressed to His 

mother Mary, when she said to Him, "Son, why have you dealt with us thus?" 

"Know you not," was the reply, "that I must be about my father's business?" A 

mild reproof was evidently implied in that reply. It was meant to remind His 

mother that He was no common person, and had come into the world to do no 

common work. It was a hint that she was insensibly forgetting that He had come 

into the world in no ordinary way, and that she could not expect Him to be ever 

dwelling quietly at Nazareth. It was a solemn remembrancer that, as God, He 

had a Father in heaven, and that this heavenly Father's work demanded His first 

attention.  
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The expression is one that ought to sink down deeply into the hearts of all 

Christ's people. It should supply them with a mark at which they should aim in 

daily life, and a test by which they should try their habits and conversation. It 

should quicken them when they begin to be slothful. It should check them when 

they feel inclined to go back to the world. "Are we about our Father's business? 

Are we walking in the steps of Jesus Christ?" Such questions will often prove 

very humbling, and make us ashamed of ourselves. But such questions are 

eminently useful to our souls. Never is a Church in so healthy a condition as 

when its believing members aim high, and strive in all things to be like Christ. 

Chapter 3 

3:1-20 Johnôs ministry 

1-14  Johnôs ministry 

15-20 Johnôs testimony to Christ 

3:21-38 Baptism and genealogy of Jesus 

21-22 The baptism of Jesus 

23-38 The human genealogy of Jesus 

Luke 3:1-6 

The ministry of  John the Baptist 

These verses describe the beginning of the Gospel of Christ. It began with the 

preaching of John the Baptist. The Jews could never say, that when Messiah 

came, He came without notice or preparation. He graciously sent a mighty 

forerunner before His face, by whose ministry the attention of the whole nation 

was awakened. 

Let us notice first, in this passage, the wickedness of the times when Christ's 

Gospel was brought into the world. The opening verses of the chapter tell us 

the names of some who were rulers and governors in the earth, when the 

ministry of John the Baptist began. It is a melancholy list, and full of instruction. 

There is hardly a name in it which is not infamous for wickedness. Tiberius, and 

Pontius Pilate, and Herod, and his brother, and Annas, and Caiaphas, were men 

of whom we know little or nothing but evil. The earth seemed given into the 

hands of the wicked. (Job 9:24.) When such were the rulers, what must the 

people have been? Such was the state of things when Christ's forerunner was 

commissioned to begin preaching. Such were the times when the first foundation 

of Christ's church was brought out and laid. We may truly say, that God's ways 

are not our ways. 
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Let us learn never to despair about the cause of God's truth, however black and 

unfavourable its prospects may appear. At the very time when things seem 

hopeless, God may be preparing a mighty deliverance. At the very season when 

Satan's kingdom seems to be triumphing, the "little stone, cut without hands," 

may be on the point of crushing it to pieces. The darkest hour of the night is 

often that which just precedes the day. 

Let us beware of slacking our hands from any work of God, because of the 

wickedness of the times, or the number and power of our adversaries. "He that 

observes the wind shall not sow, and he that regards the clouds shall not reap." 

(Eccles. 11:4.) Let us work on, and believe that help will come from heaven, 

when it is most needed. In the very hour when a Roman emperor, and ignorant 

priests, seemed to have everything at their feet, the Lamb of God was about to 

come forth from Nazareth, and set up the beginnings of His kingdom. What He 

has done once, He can do again. In a moment He can turn His church's midnight 

into the blaze of noon day. 

Let us notice, secondly, in this passage, the account which Luke gives of the 

calling of John the Baptist into the ministry. We are told that "the word of 

God came to John, the son of Zachariah." He received a special call from God to 

begin preaching and baptizing. A message from heaven was sent to his heart, 

and under the impulse of that message, he undertook his marvellous work. 

There is something in this account which throws great light on the office of all 

ministers of the Gospel. It is an office which no man has a right to take up, 

unless he has an inward call from God, as well as an outward call from man. 

Visions and revelations from heaven, of course we have no right to expect. 

Fanatical claims to special gifts of the Spirit must always be checked and 

discouraged. But an inward call a man must have, before he puts his hand to the 

work of the ministry. The word of God must "come to him," as really and truly 

as it came to John the Baptist, before he undertakes to "come to the word." In 

short, he must be able to profess with a good conscience, that he is "inwardly 

moved by the Holy Spirit" to take upon him the office of a minister. The man 

who cannot say this, when he comes forward to be ordained, is committing a 

great sin, and running without being sent. 

Let it be a part of our daily prayers, that our churches may have no ministers 

excepting those who are really called of God. An unconverted minister is an 

injury and burden to a church. How can a man speak of truths which he has 

never tasted? How can he testify of a Saviour whom he has never seen by faith, 

and never laid hold on for his own soul? The pastor after God's own heart, is a 
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man to whom the Word of God has come. He runs confidently and speaks 

boldly, because he has been sent. 

Let us notice, lastly, in this passage, the close connection between true 

repentance and forgiveness. We are told that John the Baptist came "preaching 

the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins." The plain meaning of this 

expression is, that John preached the necessity of being baptized, in token of 

repentance, and that he told his hearers that except they repented of sin, their 

sins would not be forgiven. 

We must carefully bear in mind that no repentance can make atonement for sin. 

The blood of Christ, and nothing else, can wash away sin from man's soul. No 

quantity of repentance can ever justify us in the sight of God. "We are accounted 

righteous before God, only for the sake of our Lord Jesus Christ, by faith, and 

not for our own works or deservings." It is of the utmost importance to 

understand this clearly. The trouble that men bring upon their souls, by 

misunderstanding this subject, is more than can be expressed. 

But while we say all this, we must carefully remember that without repentance 

no soul was ever yet saved. We must know our sins, mourn over them, forsake 

them, abhor them, or else we shall never enter the kingdom of heaven. There is 

nothing meritorious in this. It forms no part whatever of the price of our 

redemption. Our salvation is all of grace, from first to last. But the great fact still 

remains, that saved souls are always penitent souls, and that saving faith in 

Christ, and true repentance toward God, are never found asunder. This is a 

mighty truth, and one that ought never to be forgotten. 

Do we ourselves repent? This, after all, is the question which most nearly 

concerns us. Have we been convinced of sin by the Holy Spirit? Have we fled to 

Jesus for deliverance from the wrath to come? Do we know anything of a broken 

and contrite heart, and a thorough hatred of sin? Can we say, "I repent," as well 

as "I believe?" If not, let us not delude our minds with the idea that our sins are 

yet forgiven. It is written, "Except you repent, you shall all likewise perish." 

(Luke 13:3.) 

 Luke 3:7-14 

We have, in these verses, a specimen of John the Baptist's ministry. It is a 

portion of Scripture which should always be specially interesting to a Christian 

mind. The immense effect which John produced on the Jews, however 

temporary, is evident, from many expressions in the Gospels. The remarkable 

testimony which our Lord bore to John, as "a prophet greater than any born of 
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woman," is well-known to all Bible readers. WHAT THEN WAS THE 

CHARACTER OF JOHN'S MINISTRY? This is the question to which the 

chapter before us supplies a practical answer. 

We should first mark the holy boldness with which John addresses the 

multitudes who came to his baptism. He speaks to them as "a generation of 

vipers." He saw the rottenness and hypocrisy of the profession that the crowd 

around him were making, and uses language descriptive of their case. His head 

was not turned by popularity. He cared not who was offended by his words. The 

spiritual disease of those before him was desperate, and of long standing, and he 

knew that desperate diseases need strong remedies. 

Well would it be for the Church of Christ, if it possessed more plain-speaking 

ministers, like John the Baptist, in these latter days. A morbid dislike to strong 

language--an excessive fear of giving offence--a constant flinching from 

directness and plain speaking, are, unhappily, too much the characteristics of the 

modern Christian pulpit. Uncharitable language is no doubt always to be 

deprecated. But there is no charity in flattering unconverted people, by 

abstaining from any mention of their vices, or in applying smooth epithets to 

damnable sins. There are two texts which are too much forgotten by Christian 

preachers. In one it is written, "Woe unto you when all men shall speak well of 

you." In the other it is written, "Obviously, I'm not trying to be a people pleaser! 

No, I am trying to please God. If I were still trying to please people, I would not 

be Christ's servant." (Luke 6:26; Gal. 1:10.) 

We should mark, secondly, how plainly John speaks to his hearers about hell 

and danger. He tells them that there is a "wrath to come." He speaks of "the ax" 

of God's judgments, and of unfruitful trees being cast into "the fire." 

The subject of HELL is always offensive to human nature. The minister who 

dwells much upon it, must expect to find himself regarded as barbaric, violent, 

unfeeling, and narrow-minded. Men love to hear "smooth things," and to be told 

of peace, and not of danger. (Isaiah. 30:10.) But the subject is one that ought not 

to be kept back, if we desire to do good to souls. It is one that our Lord Jesus 

Christ brought forward frequently in His public teachings. That loving Saviour, 

who spoke so graciously of the way to heaven, has also used the plainest 

language about the way to hell. 

Let us beware of being wise above that which is written, and more charitable 

than Scripture itself. Let the language of John the Baptist be deeply engraved in 

our hearts. Let us never be ashamed to avow our firm belief, that there is a 

"wrath to come" for the impenitent, and that it is possible for a man to be lost as 
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well as to be saved. To be silent on the subject is dreadful treachery to men's 

souls. It only encourages them to persevere in wickedness, and fosters in their 

minds the devil's old delusion, "You shall not surely die." That minister is surely 

our best friend who tells us honestly of danger, and warns us, like John the 

Baptist, to "flee from the wrath to come." Never will a man flee until he sees 

there is real cause to be afraid. Never will he seek heaven until be is convinced 

that there is risk of his falling into hell. The religion in which there is no 

mention of hell, is not the religion of John the Baptist, and of our Lord Jesus, 

and His apostles. 

We should mark, thirdly, how John exposes the uselessness of a repentance 

which is not accompanied by fruits in the life. He said to the multitude, who 

came to be baptized, "Bring forth fruit worthy of repentance." He tells those who 

"Every tree which brings not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the 

fire." 

This is a truth which should always occupy a prominent place in our 

Christianity. It can never be impressed on our minds too strongly, that religious 

talking and profession are utterly worthless, without religious doing and 

practice. It is vain to say with our lips that we repent, if we do not at the same 

time repent in our lives. It is more than vain. It will gradually sear our 

consciences, and harden our hearts. To say that we are sorry for our sins is mere 

hypocrisy, unless we show that we are really sorry for them, by giving them up. 

Doing is the very life of repentance. Tell us not merely what a man says in 

religion. Tell us rather what he does. "The talk of the lips," says Solomon, "tends 

only to poverty." (Prov. 14:23.) 

We should mark, fourthly, what a blow John strikes at the common notion, 

that connection with godly people can save our souls. "Do not begin to say to 

yourselves," he tells the Jews, "we have Abraham to our Father; for I say unto 

you that God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham." 

The strong hold that this notion has obtained on the heart of man, in every part 

of the world, is an affecting proof of our fallen and corrupt condition. Thousands 

have always been found, in every age of the church, who have believed that 

connection with godly men made them acceptable in the sight of God. 

Thousands have lived and died in the blind delusion, that because they were 

allied to holy people by ties of blood or church-membership, they might 

themselves hope to be saved. 

Let it be a settled principle with us, that saving religion is a PERSONAL thing. 

It is a business between each man's own soul and Christ. It will profit us nothing 
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at the last day, to have belonged to the Church of Luther, or Calvin, or Cranmer, 

or Knox, or Owen, or Wesley, or Whitfield. Had we the faith of these holy men? 

Did we believe as they believed, and strive to live as they lived, and to follow 

Christ as they followed Him? These will be the only points on which our 

salvation will turn. It will save no man to have had Abraham's blood in his 

veins, if he did not possess Abraham's faith and do Abraham's works. 

We should remark, lastly, in this passage, the searching test of sincerity which 

John applied to the consciences of the various classes who came to his 

baptism. He bade each man who made a profession of repentance, to begin by 

breaking off from those sins which specially beset him. The selfish multitude 

must show common charity to each other. The publicans must "exact no more 

than their due." The soldiers must "do violence to no man, and be content with 

their wages." He did not mean that, by so doing, they would atone for their sins, 

and make their peace with God. But he did mean that, by so doing, they would 

prove their repentance to be sincere. 

Let us leave the passage with a deep conviction of the wisdom of this mode of 

dealing with souls, and specially with the souls of those who are beginning to 

make a profession of religion. Above all, let us see here the right way to prove 

our own hearts. It must not content us to cry out against sins to which, by natural 

temperament, we are not inclined, while we deal gently with other sins of a 

different character. Let us find out our own peculiar corruptions. Let us know 

our own besetting sins. Against them let us direct our principal efforts. With 

these let us wage unceasing war. Let the rich break off from the rich man's sins, 

and the poor from the sins of the poor. Let the young man give up the sins of 

youth, and the old man the sins of old age. This is the first step towards proving 

that we are in earnest, when we first begin to feel about our souls. Are we real? 

Are we sincere? Then let us begin by looking at home, and looking within. 

 Luke 3:15-20 

We learn, firstly, from these verses, that one effect of a faithful ministry is to 

set men thinking. We read concerning John the Baptist's hearers, that "the 

people were in expectation, and all men mused in their hearts of John, whether 

he were the Christ, or not." 

The cause of true religion has gained a giant step in a parish, or congregation, or 

family, when people begin to think. Thoughtlessness about spiritual things is 

one great feature of unconverted men. It cannot be said, in many cases, that they 

either like the Gospel, or dislike it. But they do not give it a place in their 

thoughts. They never "consider." (Isaiah 1:3.) 
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Let us always thank God when we see a spirit of reflection on religious subjects 

coming over the mind of an unconverted man. Thinking and deliberation are the 

high road to conversion. The truth of Christ has nothing to fear from sober 

examination. We invite inquiry. We desire to have its claims fully investigated. 

We know that its fitness to supply every need of man's heart and conscience is 

not appreciated in many cases, simply because it is not known. Thinking, no 

doubt, is not faith and repentance. But it is always a hopeful symptom. When 

hearers of the Gospel begin to "muse in their hearts," we ought to bless God and 

take courage. 

We learn, secondly, from these verses, that a faithful minister will always 

exalt Christ. We read that when John saw the state of mind in which his hearers 

were, he told them of a coming One far mightier than himself. He refused the 

honour which he saw the people ready to give him, and referred them to Him 

who had the "winnowing fork in his hand,"--the Lamb of God, the Messiah. 

Conduct like this will always be the characteristic of a true "man of God." He 

will never allow anything to be credited to him, or his office, which belongs to 

his divine Master. He will say like Paul, "we preach not ourselves, but Christ 

Jesus, the Lord, and ourselves your servants for Jesus' sake." (2 Cor. 4:5.) 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 must increase but I must decrease," will be a ruling principle in all 

his preaching. He will be content that his own name be forgotten, so long as 

Christ crucified is exalted. 

Would we know whether a minister is sound in the faith, and deserving of our 

confidence as a teacher? We have only to ask a simple question, Where is Christ 

in his teaching? Would we know whether we ourselves are receiving benefit 

from the preaching we attend? Let us ask whether its effect is to magnify Christ 

in our esteem? A minister who is really doing us good will make us think more 

of Jesus every year we live. 

We learn, thirdly, from these verses, the essential difference between the Lord 

Jesus and even the best and holiest of His ministers. We have it in the solemn 

words of John the Baptist--"I indeed baptize you with water--He shall baptize 

you with the Holy Spirit." 

Man, when ordained, can administer the outward ordinances of Christianity, 

with a prayerful hope, that God will graciously bless the means which he has 

Himself appointed. But man cannot read the hearts of those to whom he 

ministers. He can preach the Gospel faithfully to their ears, but he cannot make 



79 

 

them receive it into their consciences. He can apply baptismal water to their 

foreheads, but he cannot cleanse their inward nature. He can give the bread and 

wine of the Lord's Supper into their hands, but he cannot enable them to eat 

Christ's body and blood by faith. Up to a certain point he can go, but he can go 

no further. No ordination, however solemnly conferred, can give man power to 

change the heart. Christ, the great Head of the Church, can alone do this by the 

power of the Holy Spirit. It is His peculiar office to do it, and it is an office 

which He has delegated to no child of man. 

May we never rest until we have tasted by experience the power of Christ's 

grace upon our souls! We have been baptized with water. But have we also been 

baptized with the Holy Spirit? Our names are in the baptismal register. But are 

they also in the Lamb's book of life? We are members of the visible Church. But 

are we also members of that mystical body of which Christ alone is the Head? 

All these are privileges which Christ alone bestows, and for which all who 

would be saved must make personal application to Him. Man cannot give them. 

They are treasures laid up in Christ's hand. From Him we must seek them by 

faith and prayer, and believing we shall not seek in vain. 

We learn, fourthly, in these verses, the change that Christ will work in his 

visible church at his second appearing. We read in the figurative words of His 

forerunner, "that he will thoroughly purge his floor, and gather the wheat into 

his garner; but the chaff he will burn with fire unquenchable." 

The visible Church is now a 'mixed' body. 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 a dreadful 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. 

May we often look forward to that day, and judge ourselves, that we be not 

judged of the Lord. May we give all diligence to make our calling and election 

sure, and to know that we are God's "wheat." A mistake in the day that the floor 

is "purged," will be a mistake that is irretrievable. 
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We learn, lastly, from these verses, that the reward of God's servants is often not 

in this world. Luke closes his account of John the Baptist's ministry, by telling 

us of his imprisonment by Herod. The end of that imprisonment we know from 

other parts of the New Testament. It led at last to John being beheaded. 

All true servants of Christ must be content to wait for their wages. Their best 

things are yet to come. They must count it no strange thing, if they meet with 

hard treatment from man. The world that persecuted Christ will never hesitate, 

to persecute Christians. "Marvel not if the world hate you." (1 John 3:13.) 

But let us take comfort in the thought that the great Master has laid up in heaven 

for His people such things as pass man's understanding. The blood that His 

saints have shed in His name will all be reckoned for one day. The tears that 

often flow so freely in consequence of the unkindness of the wicked, will one 

day be wiped from all faces. And when John the Baptist, and all who have 

suffered for the truth are at last gathered together, they will find it true that 

heaven makes amends for all. 

 Luke 3:21-38 

The Baptism and Genealogy of Jesus 

We see in the passage before us, the high honor the Lord Jesus has put on 

baptism. We find that among others who came to John the Baptist, the Saviour 

of the world came, and was "baptized." 

An ordinance which the Son of God was pleased to use, and afterwards to 

appoint for the use of His whole Church, ought always to be held in peculiar 

reverence by His people. Baptism cannot be a thing of slight importance, if 

Christ Himself was baptized. The use of baptism would never have been 

enjoined on the Church of Christ, if it had been a mere outward form, incapable 

of conveying any blessing. 

It is hardly necessary to say that errors of every sort and description abound on 

the subject of baptism. Some make an idol of it, and exalt it far above the place 

assigned to it in the Bible. Some degrade it and dishonour it, and seem almost to 

forget that it was ordained by Christ Himself. Some limit the use of it so 

narrowly that they will baptize none unless they are grown up, and can give full 

proof of their conversion. Some invest the baptismal water with such magic 

power, that they would like missionaries to go into heathen lands and baptize all 

people, old and young indiscriminately, and believe that however ignorant the 

heathen may be, baptism must do them good. On no subject, perhaps, in 
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religion, have Christians more need to pray for a right judgment and a sound 

mind. 

Let it suffice us to hold firmly the general principle, that baptism was graciously 

intended by our Lord to be a help to His Church, and "a means of grace," and 

that, when rightly and worthily used, we may confidently look upon it for a 

blessing. But let us never forget that the grace of God is not tied to any 

sacrament, and that we may be baptized with water, without being baptized with 

the Holy Spirit. 

We see, secondly, in this passage, the close connection that ought to exist 

between the administration of baptism and prayer. We are specially told by 

Luke, that when our Lord was baptized He was also "praying."  

We need not doubt that there is a great lesson in this fact, and one that the 

Church of Christ has too much overlooked. We are meant to learn that the 

baptism which God blesses must be a baptism accompanied by prayer. The 

sprinkling of water is not sufficient. The use of the name of the blessed Trinity is 

not enough. The form of the sacrament alone conveys no grace. There must be 

something else beside all this. There must be "the prayer of faith." A baptism 

without prayer, it may be confidently asserted, is a baptism on which we have no 

right to expect God's blessing. 

Why is it that the sacrament of baptism appears to bear so little fruit? How is it 

that thousands are every year baptized, and never give the slightest proof of 

having received benefit from it? The answer to these questions is short and 

simple. In the vast majority of baptisms there is no prayer except the prayer of 

the officiating minister. Parents bring their children to the font, without the 

slightest sense of what they are doing. Sponsors stand up and answer for the 

child, in evident ignorance of the nature of the ordinance they are attending, and 

as a mere matter of form. What possible reason have we for expecting such 

baptisms to be blessed by God? None! none at all! Such baptisms may well be 

barren of results. They are not baptisms according to the mind of Christ. Let us 

pray that the eyes of Christians on this important subject may be opened. It is 

one on which there is great need of change. 

We see, thirdly, in these verses, a remarkable proof of the doctrine of the 

Trinity. We have all the Three Persons of the Godhead spoken of, as co-

operating and acting at one time. God the Son begins the mighty work of His 

earthly ministry, by being baptized. God the Father solemnly accredits Him as 

the appointed Mediator, by a voice from heaven. God the Holy Spirit descends 
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"in a bodily shape like a dove" upon our Lord, and by so doing declares that this 

is He to whom "the Father gives the Spirit without measure." (John 3:34.) 

There is something deeply instructive, and deeply comforting in this revelation 

of the blessed Trinity, at this particular season of our Lord's earthly ministry. It 

shows us how mighty and powerful is the agency that is employed in the great 

business of our redemption. It is the common work of God the Father, God the 

Son, and God the Holy Spirit. All Three Persons in the Godhead are equally 

concerned in the deliverance of our souls from hell. The thought should cheer 

us, when disturbed and cast down. The thought should hearten and encourage 

us, when weary of the conflict with the world, the flesh, and the devil. The 

enemies of our souls are mighty, but the Friends of our souls are mightier still. 

The whole power of the triune Jehovah is engaged upon our side. "A three-fold 

cord is not easily broken." (Eccles. 4:12.) 

We see, fourthly, in these verses, a marvellous proclamation of our Lord's 

office as Mediator between God and man. A voice was heard from heaven at 

His baptism, "which said, You are my beloved Son; in you I am well pleased." 

There is but One who could say this. It was the voice of God the Father. 

These solemn words no doubt contain much that is deeply mysterious. One thing 

however about them is abundantly clear. They are a divine declaration, that our 

Lord Jesus Christ is the promised Redeemer, whom God from the beginning 

undertook to send into the world, and that with His incarnation, sacrifice, and 

substitution for man, God the Father is satisfied and well pleased--In Him, He 

regards the claim of His holy law as fully discharged. Through Him, He is 

willing to receive poor sinful man to mercy, and to remember his sins no more. 

Let all true Christians rest their souls on these words, and draw from them daily 

consolation. Our sins and shortcomings are many and great. In ourselves we can 

see no good thing. But if we believe in Jesus, the Father sees nothing in us that 

He cannot abundantly pardon. He regards us as the members of His own dear 

Son, and, for His Son's sake, He is well pleased. 

We see, lastly, in these verses, what a frail and dying creature is man. We 

read at the end of the chapter 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 people, 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. 
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Forever let us bless God, that in a dying world we are able to turn to a living 

Saviour, "I am he," says Jesus, "who lives and was dead, and behold I am alive 

for evermore." "I am the resurrection and the life," (Rev. 1:18; John 11:25.) Let 

our main care be, to be one with Christ and Christ with us. Joined to the Lord 

Jesus by faith we shall rise again to live for evermore. The second death shall 

have no power over us. "Because I live," says Christ, "you shall live also." (John 

14:19.) 

 Jesusô prayers in Luke 
Luke 3:21 At his baptism 

Luke 5: 16 In the wilderness 

Luke 6:12-13 Before calling the twelve 

Luke 9: 18 At Caesarea Philippi 

Luke 9: 28-29 Before the transfiguration 

Luke 11:1-4 When he instructed in prayer 

Luke 22:31-32 For Peter 

Luke 22:41 In Gethsemane 

Luke 23:24 On the cross 

Luke 24:30 At Emmaüs 

 

Satan in the Gospel of Luke 

In one of the more enigmatic verses in the Gospel of Luke, Jesus tells His 

disciples, "I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven" (Luke 10:18). The 

question isn't about the what of Jesus' statement. It's clear that Satan is under 

judgment. Rather, the confusion is over the when of the statement. It might 

sound like a reference to when Satan became Satan, before the garden of Eden-

abandoning his status among God's heavenly host-but that conclusion would be 

too hasty 

We basically have three options when it comes to figuring out the timing of 

Satan's fall: before, during or after Jesus' own time. Many people have offered 

opinions. Perhaps the most common interpretation is that Jesus is seeing or 

remembering the original fall of Satan. This option makes little sense in 

context. Prior to the statement, Jesus had sent out the disciples to heal and 

preach that the kingdom of God had drawn near to them (Luke 10:1-9). They 

return amazed and excited by the fact that demons were subject to them in the 

name of Jesus (Luke 10:17). Jesus then says, "I saw Satan fall like lightning 

from heaven." 

There is a connection between the kingdom, the defeat of demons, and Satan. 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/bible-study/bible-verse-of-the-day/
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But if Satan's fall in Luke 10:18 speaks of an event in the remote past, why 

wasn't the kingdom established then? Why was Satan still powerful when Jesus 

showed up on the scene? Even with the kingdom of Israel under David and the 

presence of God in the temple, the power and influence of Satan is evident on 

nearly every page of Old Testament history. 

The view that Jesus was referring to Satan's fall during his own ministry is 

better, but is not without problem. We don't read anywhere in the Bible of 

anyone casting out demons prior to Jesus' ministry. That display of power-as 

well as the announcements of the kingdom and the ruling authority of God on 

earth-is unmistakable. This is consistent with what Luke writes in the next 

chapter (Luke 11:14-23), where he identifies Jesus with the "strong man" who 

binds Satan. With Jesus having bound the strong man (Satan), He and His 

disciples can plunder Satan's realm. This seems to tie in with what Jesus says 

after His statement about Satan (Luke 10:19-20), where He grants the disciples 

power over the forces of evil. But these verses also produce difficulties. Why 

do we read later in the same gospel and other parts of the New Testament that 

the disciples weren't immune from Satan's power (Luke 22:31-61; 2 Corinthians 

12:7; 1 Thessalonians 2:18)? 

This brings us to the third option: Jesus' statement refers to a time subsequent to 

His own. Since Satan was (and is) still alive and well-with respect to his 

ongoing opposition to the Church everywhere-it makes sense to see Satan's fall 

"like lightning from heaven" as a future event. The wording used by Luke ("I 

saw") was quite common in the Old Testament for introducing prophetic 

visions, especially in the book of Daniel (Daniel 4:10; Daniel 7:2, Daniel 7:4, 

Daniel 7:6-7, Daniel 7:9, Daniel 7:11, Daniel 7:13, Daniel 7:21).
1
 

My own view is a combination of the second and third view. It seems quite 

clear that the rule of God began at the ministry of Jesus, but it is a rule in 

progress that will reach a final culmination at a future time. As the Old 

Testament repeatedly reminds us, and as Jesus affirmed in Luke 10:18, on that 
day the defeat of our cosmic enemy will be swift and final. 

Endnote: 

1. The very same form of the Greek verb used in Luke 10:18 is used in all these 

"vision" references in the Greek version of Daniel. 
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Yosef Caro Synagogue at Safed, Israel 

 

The synagogues of Galilee 
 

Excavations in Capernaum (see note on Mk 1:21-28) have yielded the ruins of 

one of the finest white limestone synagogues in Palestine. The Franciscans have 

restored this structure. According to custom, the synagogue building was 

oriented toward Jerusalem. Rectangular in shape, the interior was 70 x 50 feet. It 

had a balcony for women, and colonnades on three sides. Other synagogues 

have been unearthed at Chorazin, Bethsaida Julias, Kefr, Birim, Meiron and 

Beth Alpha in the Plain of Esdraelon. All date from the 2nd cen. That at Beth 

Alpha is famous for its mosaics. See also note on 'The synagogue' in the section 

'Between the Testaments.' 
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Chapter 4 

4: 1-13 Jesusô temptation 

1-12 The temptation 

13 The devil routed 

4:14-44 Jesus begins His Galilean ministry 

14-15  He begins the Galilean ministry 

16-30 rejection at Nazareth 

31-37  The demoniac healed 

38-44 Peterôs mother-in-law healed 

Luke 4:1-13 

The Temptation of Jesus  

The first event recorded in our Lord's history, after His baptism, is His 

temptation by the devil. From a season of honor and glory he passed 

immediately to a season of conflict and suffering. First came the testimony of 

God the Father, "You are my beloved Son." Then came the sneering suggestion 

of Satan, "If you are the Son of God." The portion of Christ will often prove the 

portion of Christians. From great privilege to great trial there will often be but a 

step. 

Let us first mark in this passage, the power and unwearied malice of the devil. 

That old serpent who tempted Adam to sin in Paradise, was not afraid to assault 

the second Adam, the Son of God. Whether he understood that Jesus was "God 

manifest in the flesh" may perhaps be doubted. But that he saw in Jesus One 

who had come into the world to overthrow his kingdom, is clear and plain. He 

had seen what happened at our Lord's baptism. He had heard the marvelous 

words from heaven. He felt that the great Friend of man was come, and that his 

own dominion was in peril. The Redeemer had come. The prison door was about 

to be thrown open. The lawful captives were about to be set free. All this, we 

need not doubt, Satan saw, and resolved to fight for his own. The prince of this 

world would not give way to the Prince of peace without a mighty struggle. He 

had overcome the first Adam in the garden of Eden--why should he not 

overcome the second Adam in the wilderness? He had spoiled man once of 

Paradise--why should he not spoil him of the kingdom of God. 

Let it never surprise us, if we are tempted by the devil. Let us rather expect it, as 

a matter of course, if we are living members of Christ. The Master's lot will be 

the lot of His disciples. That mighty spirit who did not fear to attack Jesus 
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himself, is still going about as a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour. 

That murderer and liar who vexed Job, and overthrew David and Peter, still 

lives, and is not yet bound. If he cannot rob us of heaven, he will at any rate 

make our journey there painful. If he cannot destroy our souls, he will at least 

bruise our heels. (Gen. 3:15.) Let us beware of despising him, or thinking lightly 

of his power. Let us rather put on the whole armour of God, and cry to the 

strong for strength. "Resist the devil and he will flee from you." (James 4:7.) 

Let us mark, secondly, our Lord Jesus Christ's ability to sympathize with 

those who are tempted. This is a truth that stands out prominently in this 

passage. Jesus has been really and literally tempted Himself. 

It was proper that He who came "to destroy the works of the devil," should 

begin His own work by a special conflict with Satan. It was proper that the great 

Shepherd and bishop of souls should be fitted for His earthly ministry by strong 

temptation, as well as by the word of God and prayer. But above all, it was 

proper that the great High Priest and advocate of sinners should be one who has 

had personal experience of conflict, and has known what it is to be in the fire. 

And this was the case with Jesus, It is written that He suffered being tempted." 

(Heb. 2:18.) How much He suffered, we cannot tell. But that His pure and 

spotless nature did suffer intensely, we may be sure. 

Let all true Christians take comfort in the thought that they have a Friend in 

heaven, who can be touched with the feeling of their infirmities. (Heb. 4:15.) 

When they pour out their hearts before the throne of grace, and groan under the 

burden that daily harasses them, there is One making intercession who knows 

their sorrows. Let us take courage. The Lord Jesus is not an "austere man." He 

knows what we mean when we complain of temptation, and is both able and 

willing to give us help. 

Let us mark, thirdly, the exceeding subtlety of our great spiritual enemy, the 

devil. Three times we see him assaulting our Lord, and trying to draw Him into 

sin. Each assault showed the hand of a master in the art of temptation. Each 

assault was the work of one acquainted by long experience with every weak 

point in human nature. Each deserves an attentive study. 

Satan's first device was to persuade our Lord to DISTRUST HIS FATHER'S 

PROVIDENTIAL CARE. He comes to Him, when weak and exhausted with 

forty days' hunger, and suggests to Him to work a miracle, in order to gratify a 

carnal appetite. Why should He wait any longer? Why should the Son of God sit 

still and starve? Why not "command this stone to become bread?" 
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Satan's second device was to persuade our Lord to GRASP AT WORLDLY 

POWER BY UNLAWFUL MEANS. He takes Him to the top of a mountain and 

shows Him "all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time." All these he 

promises to give Him, if He will but "fall down and worship him." The 

concession was small. The promise was large. Why not by a little momentary 

act, obtain an enormous gain? 

Satan's last device was to persuade our Lord to an act of PRESUMPTION. He 

takes Him to a pinnacle of the temple and suggests to Him to "cast Himself 

down." By so doing he would give public proof that He was one sent by God. In 

so doing He might even depend on being kept from harm. Was there not a text 

of Scripture, which specially applied to the Son of God, in such a position? Was 

it not written that "angels should bear Him up?" 

On each of these three temptations it would be easy to write much. Let it be 

sufficient to remind ourselves, that we see in them the three favorite weapons of 

the devil. UNBELIEF, WORLDLINESS, and PRESUMPTION are three grand 

engines which he is ever working against the soul of man, and by which he is 

ever enticing him to do what God forbids, and to run into sin. Let us remember 

this, and be on our guard. The acts that Satan suggests to us to do, are often in 

appearance trifling and unimportant. But the principle involved in each of these 

little acts, we may be sure, is nothing short of rebellion against God. Let us not 

be ignorant of Satan's devices.  

Let us mark lastly, the manner in which our Lord resisted Satan's 

temptations. Three times we see Him foiling and baffling the great enemy who 

assaulted Him. He does not yield a hair's breadth to him. He does not give him a 

moment's advantage. Three times we see Him using the same weapon, in reply 

to his temptations--"the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God." (Ephes. 

6:17.) He who was "full of the Holy Spirit," was yet not ashamed to make the 

Holy Scripture His weapon of defence, and His rule of action. 

Let us learn from this single fact, if we learn nothing else from this wondrous 

history, the high authority of the Bible, and the immense value of a knowledge 

of its contents. Let us read it, search into it, pray over it, diligently, 

perseveringly, unweariedly. Let us strive to be so thoroughly acquainted with its 

pages, that its text may abide in our memories, and stand ready at our right hand 

in the day of need. Let us be able to appeal from every perversion and false 

interpretation of its meaning, to those thousand plain passages, which are written 

as it were with a sunbeam. The Bible is indeed a sword, but we must take heed 

that we know it well, if we would use it with effect. 
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Rabbi Yosef Caro synagogue in Safed,  Israel 

 Luke 4:14-22 

Jesus in the Synagogue at Nazareth 

These verses relate events which are only recorded in the Gospel of Luke. They 

describe the first visit which our Lord paid, after entering on His public 

ministry, to the city of Nazareth, where He had been brought up. Taken together 

with the two verses which immediately follow, they furnish an awfully striking 

proof, that "the carnal mind is enmity against God." (Rom. 8:7.) 

We should observe, in these verses, what marked honor our Lord Jesus 

Christ gave to public means of grace. We are told that "He went into the 

synagogue of Nazareth on the Sabbath day, and stood up to read" the Scriptures. 

In the days when our Lord was on earth, the Scribes and Pharisees were the 

chief teachers of the Jews. We can hardly suppose that a Jewish synagogue 

enjoyed much of the Spirit's presence and blessing under such teaching. Yet 

even then we find our Lord visiting a synagogue, and reading and preaching in 

it. It was the place where His Father's day and word were publicly recognized, 

and, as such, He thought it good to do it honour. 

We need not doubt that there is a practical lesson for us in this part of our Lord's 

conduct. He would have us know that we are not lightly to forsake any assembly 

of worshipers, which professes to respect the name, the day, and the book of 

God. There may be many things in such an assembly which might be done 

better. There may be a deficiency of fullness, clearness, and distinctness in the 

doctrine preached. There may be a lack of unction and devoutness in the manner 
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in which the worship is conducted. But so long as no positive error is taught, and 

there is no choice between worshiping with such an assembly, and having no 

public worship at all, it becomes a Christian to think much before he stays away. 

If there be but two or three in the congregation who meet in the name of Jesus, 

there is a special blessing promised. But there is no like blessing promised to 

him who tarries alone at home. 

We should observe, for another thing, in these verses, what a striking account 

our Lord gave to the congregation at Nazareth, of His own office and 

ministry. We are told that He chose a passage from the book of Isaiah, in which 

the prophet foretold the nature of the work Messiah was to do when He came 

into the world. He read how it was foretold that He would "preach the Gospel to 

the poor"--how He would be sent to "heal the broken hearted"--how He would 

"preach deliverance to the captives, sight to the blind, and liberty to the 

bruised"--and how He would "proclaim that a year of jubilee to all the world had 

come." And when our Lord had read this prophecy, He told the listening crowd 

around Him, that He Himself was the Messiah of whom these words were 

written, and that in Him and in His Gospel the marvelous figures of the passage 

were about to be fulfilled. 

We may well believe that there was a deep meaning in our Lord's selection of 

this special passage of Isaiah. He desired to impress on His Jewish hearers, the 

true character of the Messiah, whom He knew all Israel were then expecting. He 

well knew that they were looking for a mere temporal king, who would deliver 

them from Roman dominion, and make them once more, foremost among the 

nations. Such expectations, He would have them understand, were premature 

and wrong. Messiah's kingdom at His first coming was to be a spiritual kingdom 

over hearts. His victories were not to be over worldly enemies, but over sin. His 

redemption was not to be from the power of Rome, but from the power of the 

devil and the world. It was in this way, and in no other way at present, that they 

must expect to see the words of Isaiah fulfilled. 

Let us take care that we know for ourselves in what light we ought chiefly to 

regard Christ. It is right and good to reverence Him as very God. It is well to 

know Him as Head over all things--the mighty Prophet--the Judge of all--the 

King of kings. But we must not rest here, if we hope to be saved. We must know 

Jesus as the Friend of the poor in spirit, the Physician of the diseased heart, the 

deliverer of the soul in bondage. These are the principal offices He came on 

earth to fulfill. It is in this light we must learn to know Him, and to know Him 

by inward experience, as well as by the hearing of the ear. Without such 

knowledge we shall die in our sins. 
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We should observe, finally, what an instructive example we have in these 

verses of the manner in which religious teaching is often heard. We are told 

that when our Lord had finished His sermon at Nazareth, His hearers "bore Him 

witness, and wondered at the gracious words which proceeded out of His 

mouth." They could not find any flaw in the exposition of Scripture they had 

heard. They could not deny the beauty of the well-chosen language to which 

they had listened. "Never man spoke like this man." But their hearts were utterly 

unmoved and unaffected. They were even full of envy and enmity against the 

Preacher. In short, there seems to have been no effect produced on them, except 

a little temporary feeling of admiration. 

It is vain to conceal from ourselves that there are thousands of people in 

Christian churches, in little better state of mind than our Lord's hearers at 

Nazareth. There are thousands who listen regularly to the preaching of the 

Gospel, and admire it while they listen. They do not dispute the truth of what 

they hear. They even feel a kind of intellectual pleasure in hearing a good and 

powerful sermon. But their religion never goes beyond this point. Their sermon-

hearing does not prevent them living a life of thoughtlessness, worldliness, and 

sin. 

Let us often examine ourselves on this important point. Let us see what practical 

effect is produced on our hearts and lives by the preaching which we profess to 

like. Does it lead us to true repentance towards God, and lively faith towards our 

Lord Jesus Christ? Does it excite us to weekly efforts to cease from sin, and to 

resist the devil? These are the fruits which sermons ought to produce, if they are 

really doing us good. Without such fruit, a mere barren admiration is utterly 

worthless. It is no proof of grace. It will save no soul. 

 Luke 4:22-32 

Three great lessons stand out on the face of this passage. Each deserves the close 

attention of all who desire spiritual wisdom. 

We learn for one thing, how apt men are to despise the highest privileges, 

when they are familiar with them. We see it in the conduct of the men of 

Nazareth when they had heard the Lord Jesus preach. They could find no fault in 

His sermon. They could point to no inconsistency in His past life. But because 

the preacher had dwelt among them thirty years, and His face, and voice, and 

appearance were familiar to them, they would not receive His doctrine. They 

said to one another, "Is not this Joseph's son?" Is it possible that one so well-

known as this man can be the Christ? And they drew from our Lord's lips the 

solemn saying, "No prophet is accepted in his own country." 
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We shall do well to remember this lesson in the matter of ordinances and means 

of grace. We are always in danger of undervaluing them, when we have them in 

abundance. We are apt to think lightly of the privilege of an open Bible, a 

preached Gospel, and the liberty of meeting together for public worship. We 

grow up in the midst of these things, and are accustomed to have them without 

trouble. And the consequence is that we often hold them very cheap, and 

underrate the extent of our mercies. Let us take heed to our own spirit in the use 

of sacred things. Often as we may read the Bible, let us never read it without 

deep reverence. Often as we hear the name of Christ, let us never forget that He 

is the One Mediator, in whom is life. Even the manna that came down from 

heaven was at length scorned by Israel, as "light bread." (Num. 21:5.) It is an 

evil day with our souls, when Christ is in the midst of us, and yet, because of our 

familiarity with His name, is lightly esteemed. 

We learn, for another thing, how bitterly human nature dislikes the doctrine 

of the sovereignty of God. We see this in the conduct of the men of Nazareth, 

when our Lord reminded those who God was under no obligation to work 

miracles among them. Were there not many widows in Israel in the days of 

Elijah? No doubt there were. Yet to none of them was the prophet sent. All were 

passed over in favor of a GENTILE widow at Zarephath. Were there not many 

lepers in Israel in the days of Elisha? No doubt there were. Yet to none of them 

was the privilege of healing granted. Naaman the SYRIAN was the only one 

who was cleansed. Such doctrine as this was intolerable to the men of Nazareth. 

It wounded their pride and self-conceit. It taught those who God was no man's 

debtor, and that if they themselves were passed over in the distribution of His 

mercies, they had no right to find fault. They could not bear it. They were "filled 

with wrath." They thrust our Lord out of their city, and had it not been for an 

exercise of miraculous power on His part, they would doubtless have put Him to 

a violent death. 

Of all the doctrines of the Bible none is so offensive to human nature as the 

doctrine of God's sovereignty. To be told that God is great, and just, and holy, 

and pure, man can bear. But to be told that "He has mercy on whom He will 

have mercy"--that He "gives no account of His matters," that it is "not of him 

that wills, nor of him that runs, but of God that shows mercy"--these are truths 

that natural man cannot stand. They often call forth all his enmity against God, 

and fill him with wrath. Nothing, in short, will make him submit to them but the 

humbling teaching of the Holy Spirit. 

Let us settle it in our minds that, whether we like it or not, the sovereignty of 

God is a doctrine clearly revealed in the Bible, and a fact clearly to be seen in 

the world. Upon no other principle can we ever explain why some members of a 
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family are converted, and others live and die in sin--why some quarters of the 

earth are enlightened by Christianity, and others remain buried in heathenism. 

One account only can be given of all this. All is ordered by the sovereign hand 

of God. Let us pray for humility in respect of this deep teaching. Let us 

remember that our life is but a vapour, and that our best knowledge compared to 

that of God is unmixed folly. Let us be thankful for such light as we enjoy 

ourselves, and use it diligently while we have it. And let us not doubt that at the 

last day the whole world shall be convinced, that He who now "gives no account 

of His matters" has done all things well. 

We learn, lastly, from this passage, how diligently we ought to persevere in 

well doing, notwithstanding discouragements. We are doubtless meant to 

draw this lesson from the conduct of our Lord, after His rejection at Nazareth. 

Not moved by the treatment He received, He patiently works on. Thrust out of 

one place, He passes on to another. Cast forth from Nazareth He comes to 

Capernaum, and there "teaches on the Sabbath days." 

Such ought to be the conduct of all the people of Christ. Whatever the work they 

are called to do, they should patiently continue in it, and not give up for lack of 

success. Whether preachers, or teachers, or visitors, or missionaries, they must 

labor on and not faint. There is often more stirring in the hearts and consciences 

of people than those who teach and preach to them are at all aware of. There is 

preparatory work to be done in many a part of God's vineyard, which is just as 

needful as any other work, though not so agreeable to flesh and blood. There 

must be sowers as well as reapers. There must be some to break up the ground 

and pick out the stones, as well as some to gather in the harvest. Let each labor 

on in his own place. The day comes when each shall be rewarded according to 

his work. The very discouragements we meet with enable us to show the world 

that there are such things as faith and patience. When men see us working on, in 

spite of treatment like that which Jesus received at Nazareth, it makes them 

think. It convinces those who, at all events, we are persuaded that we have truth 

on our side. 

 Luke 4:33-44 

Jesus drives out an evil spirit, and heals many 

We should notice, in this passage, the clear religious knowledge possessed by 

the devil and his agents. Twice in these verses we have proof of this. "I know 

you who you are, the holy one of God," was the language of an unclean devil in 

one case. "You are Christ the son of God," was the language of many devils in 

another. Yet this knowledge was a knowledge unaccompanied by faith, or hope, 
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or charity. Those who possessed it were miserable fallen beings, full of bitter 

hatred both against God and man. 

Let us beware of an unsanctified knowledge of Christianity. It is a dangerous 

possession, but a fearfully common one in these latter days. We may know the 

Bible intellectually, and have no doubt about the truth of its contents. We may 

have our memories well stored with its leading texts, and be able to talk glibly 

about its leading doctrines. And all this time the Bible may have no influence 

over our hearts, and wills, and consciences. We may, in reality, be nothing better 

than the devils. 

Let it never content us to know religion with our heads only. We may go on all 

our lives saying, "I know that, and I know that," and sink at last into hell, with 

the words upon our lips. Let us see that our knowledge bears fruit in our lives. 

Does our knowledge of sin make us hate it? Does our knowledge of Christ make 

us trust and love Him? Does our knowledge of God's will make us strive to do 

it? Does our knowledge of the fruits of the Spirit make us labor to show them in 

our daily behaviour? Knowledge of this kind is really profitable. Any other 

religious knowledge will only add to our condemnation at the last day. 

We should notice, secondly, in this passage, the almighty power of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. We see sicknesses and devils alike yielding to His command. He 

rebukes unclean spirits, and they come forth from the unhappy people whom 

they had possessed. He rebukes a fever, and lays his hands on sick people, and at 

once their diseases depart, and the sick are healed. 

We cannot fail to observe many similar cases in the four Gospels. They occur so 

frequently that we are apt to read them with a thoughtless eye, and forget the 

mighty lesson which each one is meant to convey. They are all intended to 

fasten in our minds the great truth that Christ is the appointed Healer of every 

evil which sin has brought into the world. Christ is the true antidote and remedy 

for all the soul-ruining mischief which Satan has wrought on mankind. Christ is 

the universal physician to whom all the children of Adam must repair, if they 

would be made whole. In Him is life, and health, and liberty. This is the grand 

doctrine which every miracle of mercy in the Gospel is ordained and appointed 

to teach. Each is a plain witness to that mighty fact, which lies at the very 

foundation of the Gospel. The ability of Christ to supply to the uttermost every 

need of human nature, is the very corner-stone of Christianity. Christ, in one 

word, is "all." (Colossians 3:11.) Let the study of every miracle help to engrave 

this truth deeply on our hearts. 
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We should notice, thirdly, in these verses, our Lord's practice of occasional 

retirement from public notice into some solitary place. We read, that after 

healing many that were sick and casting out many devils, "he departed and went 

into a desert place." His object in so doing is shown by comparison with other 

places in the Gospels. He went aside from His work for a season, to hold 

communion with His Father in heaven, and to pray. Holy and sinless as his 

human nature was, it was a nature kept sinless in the regular use of means of 

grace, and not in the neglect of them. 

There is an example here which all who desire to grow in grace and walk closely 

with God would do well to follow. We must make time for private meditation, 

and for being alone with God. It must not content us to pray daily and read the 

Scriptures, to hear the Gospel regularly and to receive the Lord's Supper. All this 

is well. But something more is needed. We should set apart special seasons for 

solitary self-examination and meditation on the things of God. How often in a 

year this practice should be attempted each Christian must judge for himself. 

But that the practice is most desirable seems clear both from Scripture and 

experience.  

We live in hurrying, bustling times. The excitement of daily business and 

constant engagements keeps many men in a perpetual whirl, and entails great 

peril on souls. The neglect of this habit of withdrawing occasionally from 

worldly business is the probable cause of many an inconsistency or backsliding 

which brings scandal on the cause of Christ. The more work we have to do the 

more we ought to imitate our Master. If He, in the midst of His abundant labors, 

found time to retire from the world occasionally, how much more may we? If 

the Master found the practice necessary, it must surely be a thousand times more 

necessary for His disciples. 

We ought to notice, lastly, in these verses, the declaration of our Lord as to 

one of the objects of His coming into the world. We read that He said, "I must 

preach the kingdom of God to other cities also--for therefore was I sent." An 

expression like this ought to silence forever the foolish remarks that are 

sometimes made against preaching. The mere fact that the eternal Son of God 

undertook the office of a preacher, should satisfy us that preaching is one of the 

most valuable means of grace. To speak of preaching, as some do, as a thing of 

less importance than reading public prayers or administering the sacraments, is, 

to say the least, to exhibit ignorance of Scripture. It is a striking circumstance in 

our Lord's history, that although He was almost incessantly preaching, we never 

read of His baptizing any person. The witness of John is distinct on this point--

"Jesus baptized not." (John 4:2.) 
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Let us 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 

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. Not least, let 

us pray daily for a continual supply of faithful preachers or God's word. 

According to the state of the pulpit will always be the state of a congregation 

and of a Church. 

Chapter 5 

5  Miracles and teaching in Galilee 

1-11 The call of Peter, James and John 

12-26 The leper and the paralytic healed 

27ð29 Call of Levi (Matthew) 

30-39 Scribes and Pharisees answered  

Luke 5:1-11 

The miraculous catch of fish   

We have, in these verses, the history of what is commonly called the miraculous 

catch of fish. It is a remarkable miracle on two accounts. For one thing, it shows 

us our Lord's complete dominion over the animal creation. The fish of the sea 

are as much obedient to His will, as the frogs, and flies, and lice, and locusts, in 

the plagues of Egypt. All are His servants, and all obey His commands. For 

another thing, there is a singular similarity between this miracle worked at the 

beginning of our Lord's ministry, and another which we find Him working after 

His resurrection, at the end of His ministry, recorded by John. (John 21) In both 

we read of a miraculous catch of fish. In both the Apostle Peter has a prominent 

place in the story. And in both there is, probably, a deep spiritual lesson, lying 

below the outward surface of the facts described. 

We should observe, in this passage, our Lord Jesus Christ's unwearied 

readiness for every good work. Once more we find Him preaching to a people 

who "pressed upon Him to hear the word of God." And where does He preach? 

Not in any consecrated building, or place set apart for public worship, but in the 

open air--not in a pulpit constructed for a preacher's use, but in a fisherman's 

boat. Souls were waiting to be fed. Personal inconvenience was allowed no 

place in His consideration. God's work must not stand still. 
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The servants of Christ should learn a lesson from their Master's conduct on this 

occasion. We are not to wait until every little difficulty or obstacle is removed, 

before we put our hand to the plough, or go forth to sow the seed of the word. 

Convenient buildings may often be lacking for assembling a company of 

hearers. Convenient rooms may often not be found for gathering children to 

school. What, then, are we to do? Shall we sit still and do nothing? God forbid! 

If we cannot do all we want, let us do what we can. Let us work with such tools 

as we have. While we are lingering and delaying, souls are perishing. It is the 

slothful heart that is always looking at the hedge of thorns and the lion in the 

way. (Prov. 15:19; 22:13.) Where we are and as we are, in season of out of 

season, by one means or by another, by tongue or by pen, by speaking or by 

writing, let us strive to be ever working for God. But let us never stand still. 

We should observe, secondly, in this passage, what encouragement our Lord 

gives to unquestioning obedience. We are told, that after preaching He bade 

Simon "launch out into the deep and let down his net for a catch." He receives 

an answer which exhibits in a striking manner the mind of a good servant. 

"Master," says Simon, "we have toiled all the night and have taken nothing--

nevertheless, at your word I will let down the net." And what was the reward of 

this ready compliance with the Lord's commands? At once, we are told, "When 

they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began 

to break." 

We need not doubt that a practical lesson for all Christians is contained under 

these simple circumstances. We are meant to learn the blessing of immediate 

unhesitating obedience to every plain command of Christ. The path of duty may 

sometimes be hard and disagreeable. The wisdom of the course we propose to 

follow may not be apparent to the world. But none of these things must move us. 

We are not to confer with flesh and blood. We are to go straight forward when 

Jesus says, "go;" and do a thing boldly, unflinchingly, and decidedly, when 

Jesus says, "do it." We are to walk by faith and not by sight, and believe that 

what we don't see now to be right and reasonable, we shall see hereafter. So 

acting, we shall never find in the long run that we are losers. So acting, we shall 

find, sooner or, later, that we reap a great reward. 

We should observe, thirdly, in this passage, how much a sense of God's 

presence abases man and makes him feel his sinfulness. We see this 

strikingly illustrated by Peter's words, when the miraculous draught convinced 

him that One greater than man was in his boat. We read that "he fell down at 

Jesus' knees, saying, depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord." 
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In measuring these words of Peter, we must of course remember the time at 

which they were spoken. He was, at best, but a babe in grace, weak in faith, 

weak in experience, and weak in knowledge. At a later period in his life he 

would, doubtless, have said, "Abide with me," and not, "depart." But still, after 

every deduction of this kind, the words of Peter exactly express the first feelings 

of man when he is brought into anything like close contact with God. The sight 

of divine greatness and holiness makes him feel strongly his own littleness and 

sinfulness. Like Adam after the fall, his first thought is to hide himself. Like 

Israel under Sinai, the language of his heart is, "let not God speak with us, lest 

we die." (Exod. 20:19.) 

Let us strive to know more and more, every year we live, our need of a mediator 

between ourselves and God. Let us seek more and more to realize that without a 

mediator our thoughts of God can never be comfortable, and the more clearly we 

see God the more uncomfortable we must feel. Above all, let us be thankful that 

we have in Jesus the very Mediator whose help our souls require, and that 

through Him we may draw near to God with boldness, and cast fear away. Out 

of Christ, God is a consuming fire. In Christ, He is a reconciled Father. Without 

Christ, the strictest moralist may well tremble, as he looks forward to his end. 

Through Christ, the chief of sinners may approach God with confidence, and 

feel perfect peace. 

We should observe, lastly, in this passage, the mighty promise which Jesus 

holds out to Peter--"Fear not," He says, "from henceforth you shall catch men." 

That promise, we may well believe, was not intended for Peter only but for all 

the Apostles--and not for all the Apostles only, but for all faithful ministers of 

the Gospel who walk in the Apostles' steps. It was spoken for their 

encouragement and consolation. It was intended to support them under that 

sense of weakness and unprofitableness by which they are sometimes almost 

overwhelmed. They certainly have a treasure in earthen vessels. (2 Cor. 4:7.) 

They are men of like passions with others. They find their own hearts weak and 

frail, like the hearts of any of their hearers. They are often tempted to give up in 

despair, and to leave off preaching. But here stands a promise, on which the 

great Head of the Church would have them daily lean--"Fear not, you shall catch 

men." 

Let us pray daily for all ministers that they may be true successors of Peter and 

his brethren, that they may preach the same full and free Gospel which they 

preached, and live the same holy lives which they lived. These are the only 

ministers who will ever prove successful fishermen. To some of them God may 

give more honor, and to others less. But all true and faithful preachers of the 
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Gospel have a right to believe that their labor shall not prove in vain. They may 

often preach the Word with many tears, and see no result of their labor. But 

God's word shall not return void. (Isaiah. 55:11.) The last day shall show that no 

work for God was ever thrown away. Every faithful fisherman shall find his 

Master's words made good--"You shall catch men." 

Luke 5:12-16 

Jesus heals a leper  

We see in this passage, our Lord Jesus Christ's POWER over incurable 

diseases. "A man full of leprosy" applies to Him for relief, and is at once healed. 

This was a mighty miracle. Of all ills which can afflict the body of man, leprosy 

appears to be the most severe. It affects every part of the constitution at once. It 

brings sores and decay upon the skin, corruption into the blood, and rottenness 

into the bones. It is a living death, which no medicine can check or stop. Yet 

here we read of a leper being made well in a moment. It is but one touch from 

the hand of the Son of God, and the cure is effected. One single touch of that 

almighty hand! "And immediately the leprosy departed from him." 

We have in this wonderful history a lively emblem of Christ's power to heal our 

souls. What are we all but spiritual lepers in the sight of God? Sin is the deadly 

sickness by which we are all affected. It has eaten into our vitals. It has infected 

all our faculties. Heart, conscience, mind, and will, all are diseased by sin. From 

the sole of our foot to the crown of our head, there is no soundness about us, but 

covered with wounds, and bruises, and putrefying sores. (Isaiah 1:6.) Such is the 

state in which we are born. Such is the state in which we naturally live. We are 

in one sense dead long before we are laid in the grave. Our bodies may be 

healthy and active, but our souls are by nature dead in trespasses and sins. 

Who shall deliver us from this body of death? Let us thank God that Jesus Christ 

can. He is that divine Physician, who can make old things pass away and all 

things become new. In Him is life. He can wash us thoroughly from all the 

defilement of sin in His own blood. He can quicken us, and revive us by His 

own Spirit. He can cleanse our hearts, open the eyes of our understandings, 

renew our wills, and make us whole. Let this sink down deeply into our hearts. 

There is medicine to heal our sickness. If we are lost it is not because we cannot 

be saved. However corrupt our hearts, and however wicked our past lives, there 

is hope for us in the Gospel. There is no case of spiritual leprosy too hard for 

Christ. 
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We see, secondly, in this passage, our Lord Jesus Christ's WILLINGNESS to 

help those that are in need. The petition of the afflicted leper was a very 

touching one. "Lord," he said, "if you will, you can make me clean." The answer 

he received was singularly merciful and gracious. At once our Lord replies, "I 

will --be clean!" 

Those two little words, "I will," deserve special notice. They are a deep mine, 

rich in comfort and encouragement to all labouring and heavy laden souls. They 

show us the mind of Christ towards sinners. They exhibit His infinite 

willingness to do good to the sons of men, and His readiness to show 

compassion. Let us always remember, that if men are not saved, it is not because 

Jesus is not willing to save them. He is not willing that any should perish, but 

that all should come to repentance. He would have all men to be saved and come 

to the knowledge of the truth. He has no pleasure in the death of him that dies. 

He would have gathered Jerusalem's children, as a hen gathers her chicks, if they 

would only have been gathered. He would, but they would not. The blame of the 

sinner's ruin must be borne by himself. It is his own will, and not Christ's will, if 

he is lost forever. It is a solemn saying of our Lord's, "You will not come unto 

me that you might have life." (2 Pet. 3:9; 1 Tim. 2:4; Ezek. 18:32; Matt. 23:37; 

John 5:40) 

We see, thirdly, in this passage, what respect our Lord Jesus Christ paid to 

the ceremonial law of Moses. He bids the leper "go and show himself to the 

priest," according to the requirement in Leviticus, that he may be legally 

pronounced clean. He bids him offer an offering on the occasion of his doing so, 

"according as Moses commanded." Our Lord knew well that the ceremonies of 

the Mosaic law were only shadows and figures of good things to come, and had 

in themselves no inherent power. He knew well that the last days of the Levitical 

institutions were close at hand, and that they were soon to be laid aside forever. 

But so long as they were not abrogated He would have them respected. They 

were ordained by God Himself. They were pictures and lively emblems of the 

Gospel. They were not therefore to be lightly esteemed. 

There is a lesson here for Christians, which we shall do well to remember. Let 

us take heed that we do not despise the ceremonial law, because its work is 

done. Let us beware of neglecting those parts of the Bible, which contain it, 

under the idea that the believer in the Gospel has nothing to do with them. It is 

true that the darkness is past, and the true light now shines. (1 John 2:8.) We 

have nothing to do now with altars, sacrifices, or priests. Those who wish to 

revive them are like men who light a candle at noon day. But true as this is, we 

must never forget that the ceremonial law is still full of instruction. It contains 

that same Gospel in the bud, which we now see in full flower. Rightly 
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understood we shall always find it throwing strong light on the Gospel of Christ. 

The Bible reader who neglects to study it, will always find at least that by the 

neglect his soul has suffered damage. 

We see, lastly, in this passage, our Lord Jesus Christ's diligence about 

private prayer. Although "great multitudes came together to hear, and to be 

healed by him of their infirmities," He still made time for secret devotion. Holy 

and undefiled as He was He would not allow the demands of public business to 

prevent regular private communion with God. We are told that "He withdrew 

himself into the wilderness and prayed." 

There is an example set before us here, which is much overlooked in these latter 

days. There are few professing Christians, it may be feared, who strive to imitate 

Christ in this matter of private devotion. There is abundance of hearing, and 

reading, and talking, and profession, and visiting, and almsgiving, and 

subscribing to societies, and teaching at schools. But is there, together with all 

this, a due proportion of private prayer? Are believing men and women 

sufficiently careful to be frequently alone with God? These are humbling and 

heart-searching questions. But we shall find it useful to give them an answer. 

Why is it that there is so much apparent religious working, and yet so little result 

in positive conversions to God--so many sermons, and so few souls saved--so 

much machinery, and so little effect produced--so much running here and there, 

and yet so few brought to Christ? Why is all this? The reply is short and simple. 

There is not enough private prayer. The cause of Christ does not need less 

working, but it does need among the workers more praying. Let us each examine 

ourselves, and amend our ways. The most successful workmen in the Lord's 

vineyard, are those who are like their Master, often and much upon their knees. 

 Luke 5:17-26 

Jesus heals a paralytic  

A threefold miracle demands our attention in these verses. At one and the same 

time, we see our Lord forgiving sins, reading men's thoughts, and healing a 

paralytic. He that could do such things, and do them with such perfect ease and 

authority, must indeed be very God. Power like this was never possessed by 

man. 

Let us mark, firstly, in this passage, what pains men will take about an object 

when they are in earnest. The friends of a man, sick with the palsy, desired to 

bring him to Jesus that he might be cured. At first they were unable to do it, 

because of the crowd by which our Lord was surrounded. What, then, did they 




