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Yeast of the Pharisees                                          


Luke 12:1-7

(Scripture quotes from the New King James version unless otherwise indicated)
Did you see the video clip featuring one of our politicians swearing and cursing about some matter? It showed this outwardly respectable gentleman in a rather different light. We see this again and again with people in public life. It is hard to recall anyone whose private life matches their public face. It is not just public figures who are guilty of being two faced or hypocritical. We are all prone to putting on a mask or play acting in life. We like to hide certain aspects of our character or behaviour. Pride gives rise to many sins, and hypocrisy in one of them.

This chapter begins with the somewhat vague words, ‘in the meantime’ (12:1). Jesus had gone to dinner at the home of a Pharisee after a confrontation with a bunch of Pharisees over an exorcism. There would have been many guests, mostly Pharisees, at this dinner. In no uncertain terms Jesus condemned their legalism, their concern for keeping the letter of the law but disregarding the spirit of the law. They cared nothing for justice or love as they strutted about policing the laws of their own making, laws about ritual washing, tithing and keeping the Sabbath. It may have been outside this Pharisee's house that the ‘innumerable multitude’ had gathered (12:1). This was a crowd of many thousands, according to the Greek word ‘murias’. The crush was so great that people were trampling on one another. Oh, that there were such gatherings today! Not gatherings to hear deafening music or see men do battle on the sports field, but gatherings to hear what God has to say. But people are not so interested in hearing the truth about life and death as revealed in the Bible.

Not all in this crush to see Jesus were there to hear the truth. The Pharisees had gathered to spy on Jesus and catch him out in something he might say (11:54). But there were many disciples there. Some think it was the outcome of the mission of the seventy. Jesus spoke to his disciples first. Morris writes ‘those who profess to follow Jesus cannot sit back comfortably and listen while Jesus makes demands on people outside their number. Disciples must see the Master’s teaching as addressed to them in the first instance.’ We must avoid the tendency to point the finger at others as we listen to God’s word.  Remember, with one finger pointed at others there are three pointing back at you!

1. Hypocrisy 

‘Beware the leaven/yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy’ (12:1). Jesus could condemn the Pharisees because he is the sinless Son of God. You and I are sinners. How can we criticise others? Many will say this to you. They will say, ‘who do you think you are to say I am a hypocrite’? But we can speak and correct others on the basis of God’s word. We do not say, ‘I think you are doing what is wrong’; we say, ‘you are disobeying what is written in the Bible’. Whatever we say, however, will be undermined if we are not obeying the Bible ourselves. Remember what Jesus advised about the Pharisees- do as they say but not as they do. The Pharisees controlled religious life in Israel. They were feared by the people. If they kicked you out of the synagogue that was it. They had power similar to that which the Church of Rome had before the Reformation. Excluding people from the synagogue was not the end of their power- it was just the beginning.

Do you know about leaven or yeast?  If you make your own bread, as people did in NT times, you would. Just a teaspoon of yeast when mixed with a few kilos of flour and water will make the dough rise. The picture of a little yeast slowly and secretly working its way through the whole batch was used by Jesus to describe the teaching of the Pharisees (Mat 16:11-12). What the Pharisees were teaching by their example was hypocrisy. The experts in the law were also experts in play acting; at putting on a mask. They appeared holy as they took the important seats in the synagogue and read the Law of Moses. The people might have been impressed by their flowing robes, but not Jesus. Jesus knew that even as they read the law they were devising ways to get around it. If the law restricted their lust for power or profit, or for things of the flesh, they were clever at escaping the law. This, as we have said before, is the outcome of legalism. 

Think of any sect you have heard about. The leader, who often comes out of a church, sets himself up a paragon or model of holiness. He makes lots of rules that his followers must obey. In time however, it is found that he is not obeying the rules. He is found either cheating on the books or on the bed with young girls. Some sect leaders can gather a large following before they are found out. The yeast of false teaching and hypocrisy works its way into many lives. Church leaders are not immune from spreading such yeast. Some, wanting to become famous as scholars, sit over God’s word and judge it. Some, wanting to be pioneers of change, install homosexual bishops.  Pride and arrogance are behind all hypocrisy. 

Jesus told his disciples to beware of this yeast. You must be alert to false teaching. You must be checking against the Bible whatever is taught. You must not think of yourself as a disciple of anyone but Jesus.  If any person says follow me and do what I say, make sure they are following Christ.  Paul said, ‘imitate me as I imitate Christ’ (1Cor 11:1).  

Hypocrisy is about cover up. It is about keeping things hidden. Jesus said that everything covered will be revealed, and everything hidden will be made known. He said, ‘whatever you have spoken in the dark will be heard in the light, and what you have whispered in inner rooms will be proclaimed from housetops’ (12:2,3). One thing is certain, hypocrisy will be exposed. Just when this will be Jesus does not say. It may be sooner than expected. It will definitely happen when the secrets of all people are revealed at the judgment (Rom 2:16). 

Again we think of politicians, men and women elected to lead our nation. Things said and done in secret are revealed with monotonous regularity. Some deny the truth for a long time but the truth always comes out in the end. Careers collapse and families are fractured in the fallout from such revelations. Such people will later say to themselves, ‘if only I had not said that’ or ‘if only I had not done that stupid thing’. The wise person will think before they say or do such things. Then they will not have to try covering things up. They will not live in fear of the press or fellow politicians. 
Daniel's fellow politicians looked hard for some error or fault in him so they could accuse him before the king - but they found none (Dan 6:4). Peter warned believers to abstain from fleshly lusts and live good lives among the Gentiles. By so doing they would have nothing to fear and would bring glory to God. Let each one of us pause and reflect on these solemn words spoken by Jesus. ‘There is nothing covered that will not be revealed, nor hidden that will not be made known’. We cannot hide anything from God. If you have some secret sin, confess it before God. Above all, refrain from secret sin and all hypocrisy. 

2. Hell

In speaking against the Pharisees Jesus was taking a big risk. They were powerful men. They could ruin a man's career and his well-being. As we know, they eventually had Jesus arrested and crucified. The apostles would be hounded by the Pharisees, and most of them were probably killed by the Jews. Jesus went on speaking to his disciples saying, ‘My friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body’ (12:4). He was speaking of a real possibility for the disciples. Only here in the synoptic gospels does Jesus call his disciples ‘my friends’. He knew that the Jews would soon be hanging him on the cross.

When you speak against proud and powerful people they will turn on you. You may be attacked and beaten, or even killed like John the Baptist. But that is all they can do. Death is the ultimate weapon of man. It is the most fearful thing to many and so is a very powerful weapon. ‘The fear of man is one of the greatest obstacles which stand between the soul and heaven’ writes J.C. Ryle. But Jesus reminds his friends, and us, that death is not the end. There is something more fearful than death. Your enemies may kill you and throw your dead body in a grave… but they cannot touch your soul. ‘Do not fear those who can only kill the body’ said Jesus; ‘Fear him who, after he has killed, has power to cast into hell’ (12:4, 5).

Physical death is not the end. There is a place Jesus calls ‘hell’. The word is ‘Gehenna’ in the original- not the same as Hades. It is derived from the Hebrew name for a valley where children were sacrificed by the Canaanites. In the time of Jesus this valley was a garbage dump, a place where fires burnt continually. In other places Jesus speaks of the everlasting fire, the everlasting punishment God has reserved for those who do not believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

‘The fear of God is rather out of fashion these days -we much prefer to stress the love of God’ wrote Leon Morris in 1974. Has there been any change in sentiment. When was the last time you heard the word ‘hell’ spoken with any trembling? ‘Fear Him who… has power to cast into hell’ says Jesus, the fires of hell for ever and ever. 

3. Hairs of your head

Hell is real. It will not be empty after the judgment. But God does not take delight in consigning people to hell. He would rather they listen to Jesus and turn from their wicked ways. God is a Father to those who believe in Jesus Christ. Jesus called his disciples ‘friends’. He warned them of God’s power to destroy. Now he assures them of God’s love and goodness towards his children. 

‘Are not five sparrows sold for two pennies? And not one is forgotten by God’ (12:6). So small and so insignificant and yet God remembers the sparrow- every one of them. And you think God might forget you? You are worth more than a sparrow are you not? Every one of his children is precious to God. You friends may forget you, you family may forget you, even you own mother, but God does not forget you who are his child. God in his love and providence cares for you, you who are his child and precious in his sight. God knows all about you. He knows where you are and what you are doing. He knows your every word and every thought. He knows your anxieties and worries. He even knows the number of hairs on your head. Do you find this a comfort? I trust you do.       
Confessing Christ                                          


Luke 12:8-12

A young man coming to Christ from a Hindu or Muslim background often faces a lot of trouble. He might be rejected by his family and cut out of all his inheritance. Some at the college where we were in India feared for their studies if their parents stopped paying their fees. They were told they had brought shame upon their family. For this reason, some became secret believers. This matter was one of serious discussion in our student fellowship. Did it cost you anything to follow Christ? Has following Christ been at all costly for you, or is your only thought of the benefits in this life? How ready are you to openly confess Jesus Christ as your Saviour and Lord? 

Jesus had spoken against the Pharisees for their hypocrisy. This was after they accused him of working by the power of Beelzebub or Satan. They threatened to bring Jesus down. Jesus’ disciples were aware of these threats. They had to count the cost of following Jesus. Anyone confessing that Jesus was the Christ would be thrown out of the synagogue by the Jewish leaders (John 9:22). Addressing his disciples as ‘my friends’, Jesus urged them to fear God not men, because all they could do was kill the body. Jesus told them that if God cares for tiny sparrows he must surely care for believers, his own children. 

This positive teaching is followed by negative teaching in verse 8-10, namely the consequences of denying Jesus and of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit. The final lesson is again positive. With divine foresight Jesus spoke of how his followers would have to defend themselves in both religious and secular courts. He assured them that the Holy Spirit would help them when the time came. 

1. Acknowledge Christ

If you confess Christ before men, Christ will confess you before the angels of God. Alternatively, if you deny Christ, he will deny you before the angels of God (12:8, 9). This is the straightforward teaching of Jesus. It is teaching that is included in a confessional statement in the NT church – ‘if we deny him he also will deny us’ (2Tim 2:12). Do you think this is unreasonable? How can anyone say it is unfair? How can Jesus claim you are with him if you deny him? Jesus does not force anyone to confess his name- unlike other self-made prophets and messiahs. The confession or acknowledgement by Jesus is before the angels of God (12:8). Matthew writes, ‘before my Father who is heaven’ (Mat 10:32). 
Jesus is talking about the judgment when all human beings will be brought before the throne of God. Jesus is there as an advocate or defender of those who, by his grace, have believed in him. On one occasion Jesus said that on that day many will be saying to him, ‘Lord! Lord!’, but he will say, ‘away from me, I never knew you’ (Mat 7:23). The ones who Jesus will acknowledge are those who do the will of the Father. God’s will is ‘that you believe in Him whom he sent’ (John 6:29). Those who, like the Pharisees, deny Jesus is the Christ of God; those who claim Jesus is just a good man and not divine, are not doing the will of God.

Men like Bishop Spong say the miracles of Jesus are made up stories, the product of overly active imaginations. He writes of the Bible that is ‘a tribal story – a pre modern story, an ever changing and ever growing story’. He ridicules those who say the Bible is the inspired and infallible word of God. Those who deny the words and works of Jesus are denying Jesus. How can they expect Jesus to acknowledge them on judgment day? 

‘What about the apostle Peter’ you ask. Peter denied Christ three times! ‘I do not know the man' he said, referring to Jesus (Mat 26:72). This was open denial. But Peter realised his sin. He had heard the words that we are reading today. Shame flooded his soul. Peter went out and wept bitterly. John makes a special point of recording how Jesus restored Peter. His sin was great, but the grace of Jesus was sufficient to restore even a man who had denied him. After Pentecost, Peter would be brought before Jewish courts and told to deny Christ. Along with the other apostles he would say, ‘we ought to obey God rather than man’ (Acts 5:29). They were beaten and then released. Peter was a bold witness for Christ till death. 

After Peter came men like Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna. He was arrested and brought before the Roman magistrate at the arena where Christians were being mauled to death by lions. Polycarp refused to deny Christ saying, ‘I have served him for 86 years and he has done me no wrong. Why should I blaspheme against my King and my Saviour’? Polycarp was burned alive by a mob which included Jews. Tragically not all have stood like Polycarp. Are you clear in your heart as to what you would say in such a situation?

We speak of open denial of Jesus Christ, but what about other ways of denying Christ? When we are afraid to acknowledge Christ before family, friends or workmates, are we not denying him? Remember the context of these verses in Luke 12- the fear of men. When family or friends invite you to a party on the Lord’s Day are you afraid to tell them you go to church to worship Jesus. How do you think Jesus looks upon your choice? Jesus says, ‘if anyone come to me and does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters- yes, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple’ (Luke 14:26). Have you considered these words? Do you think Jesus is happy taking second place in your life, a place behind your personal and family matters! Think of the day when you will be depending on Jesus to confess your name before the Father in heaven. 

2. Against the Holy Spirit 

To deny Christ, or fail to acknowledge him before men, has serious spiritual consequences- namely Jesus saying to the Father, ‘I do not know this person’. To blaspheme against the Holy Spirit is also a very serious matter in that the judge will not forgive this sin. Blasphemy or defiant irreverence against the Holy Spirit is the unforgivable sin. This sin is not committed out of fear of man; it arises from a heart hardened by unbelief. It is a rejection of the inner work of the Spirit of God.  

Jesus says that people who speak against him as a man can be forgiven. People may see Jesus in the flesh and be critical of him. The young Saul was like this. He hated Jesus and those who followed him. But then the risen Jesus appeared to him, he repented and accepted Jesus as Lord. But the Pharisees who saw Jesus cast out demons by the power of the Holy Spirit were so hardened in unbelief as to attribute this power to Satan. They were not going to repent and acknowledge Jesus. They went down the ‘no way back’ path of blaspheming the Holy Spirit. Matthew refers to this unforgivable sin in the context of this exorcism (Mat 10:22). Luke also has this terrible sin of the Pharisees in mind. 

Those who attribute the work of the Spirit of God to Satan are hardened to the gospel of Jesus Christ. While unbelievers might deny the miracles recorded in the Bible, it is much more serious for those who call themselves Christians to deny the supernatural power of God.  Who, after all, is God if he has no power to do miracles? Why do these people take the name of Christ but deny the power of the Spirit of Christ? Ryle writes, “The man whose sins will not be forgiven is precisely the man who will never seek to have them forgiven. He is gospel hardened and ‘twice dead’”. Morris writes, ‘they lack a sense of sin’. The Pharisees thought they could not do any wrong. They did not ask for forgiveness because it was other people who sinned not them (Luke 18:11). 

It is the Holy Spirit who convicts people of sin. Do not quench the Holy Spirit (1Thess 5:19). May our hearts be sensitive to the work of the Holy Spirit! Peter wept bitterly – he was forgiven. We never read of a weeping Pharisee. 

3. Assistance of the Holy Spirit

Jesus’ final word to his friends at this time was again about the Holy Spirit- but it was a positive word. He had warned his disciples of the seriousness of denying him and the tragedy of blaspheming the Holy Spirit. These warnings are no less serious today, even if many Christians want to brush over them. They like the idea of the Holy Spirit as a helper but not as the Holy Spirit of God who can be blasphemed. They often forget the title ‘Holy’. The Holy Spirit is of course the helper sent by Jesus to live in every believer (John 14:16). 

Jesus spoke of coming days when the disciples would be brought before ‘synagogues and magistrates and authorities’ (12:11). We read of such things happening in the book of Acts. The apostles were brought before the Jewish Council and interrogated. Paul was brought before Roman governors like Felix and Festus.

Jesus told his disciples not to worry when they appeared in the courts of men. They were to fear God not man. Moreover, Jesus assured them that the Holy Spirit would teach them in that very hour what they should say (12:12). They would have found this promise a real help on numerous occasions- all very important occasions for the ongoing spread of the gospel. 

You may have already experienced the reality of this promise. In India I had to go to the court house from time to time to get our residential permit renewed. Our family would pray and send me off. As I waited to see the District Magistrate I would pray. His signature on my visa determined if we stayed or were thrown out of the country. 

The Holy Spirit will give you words to say in that very hour. This does not mean we do not pray and prepare for such times. How do we prepare? We do so by taking hold of this very promise and many other words of Scripture. The Holy Spirit brings these words to mind when we need them. We must hide God’s word in our hearts that we might not sin against him (Psalm 119:11).   
Covetousness                                         



 Luke 12:13-15
‘A person’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions’. Have you seen a newspaper headline like this lately? Do you think you might in the near future? It would be such a contrast to the headlines we have been seeing lately. ‘The nation’s richest woman again in court over family inheritance’. Children fighting over their family inheritance occupies much court time in our society, and many societies. As we see from this man who came to Jesus, it is nothing new. It is hard to find a family that has not been affected by disputes over their inheritance. It may not be much fun growing up as an only child, but it sure makes for fewer fights over your inheritance! What is the answer to this seemingly intractable problem? Set up more law courts? Get better lawyers? Jesus has a different answer. He goes to the root of the problem, namely greed or covetousness. 

1. Teacher, tell my brother 

Jesus was warning his disciples to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees which is hypocrisy. These legalists were out to get Jesus, and they would come after his disciples also. So Jesus told them not to fear men but to fear God who can cast the soul into hell. He warned them against denying Jesus because he would deny them before the Father in heaven. 

In the middle of this most serious and solemn teaching, a man tried get Jesus embroiled in a property dispute with his brother. ‘Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me’ (12:13). Clearly this man had not been listening to what Jesus had been saying. He was in the crowd but not listening. He must have been thinking about this dispute with his brother all the time he was there. While Jesus was saying to fear God who ‘has power to cast into hell’, this man’s thoughts were on his possessions - or lack thereof.

Some people come to worship with their mind full of concerns about material things. They do not hear God’s word because they are preoccupied with such matters. And those concerns are often about other people. They come with bitterness or anger towards another person, often a relative. They are like this man who spoke to Jesus saying, ‘tell my brother’ what he should do. He was hardly showing love towards his brother. It is of course good to come to worship. It was good that this man brought his problem to Jesus. Apparently Rabbis were often asked to make judgments in such cases.  Some probably spent more time making such judgments than they did in teaching the word of God- but not Jesus. Jesus was not impressed by this man’s attitude. 

What would Jesus say about your attitude as you come to worship? If you have come pre-occupied with material things then put such thoughts aside and seek first the kingdom of God. If you have come to church thinking that everyone around you has done you wrong and that you are not getting a fair go, then turn aside from that thinking also. Do not come asking Jesus to tell your brother or sister this or that. Come asking Jesus to speak to you and to your own heart. 

You will be amazed what a difference this makes to your worship, and to your whole life. Come to worship saying, ‘Jesus I am listening to what you say’. You will hear Jesus saying, ‘seek first the kingdom of God and all these things will be added to you’ (12:31). Everything will fall into place, even your inheritance, when you set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth (Col 3:2). Ryle writes, ‘Let us pray for a thorough confidence in God’s superintending providence over all our worldly affairs, and God’s perfect wisdom in all his arrangements concerning us’.   

‘Man, who made me a judge or arbitrator/divider over you’ (12:14). Jesus’ reply to this man was not exactly cordial. He was speaking to ‘my friends’; this fellow is simply called ‘man’. His interruption was unwelcome, because it was such a worldly matter. Those who came to hear about the kingdom of God were always welcome. Morris writes that Jesus ‘came to bring men to God, not to bring property to men. In this situation he was concerned with the attitude of the people involved, not with who got what’. While it is not wrong to pray about material things, make sure this is not all you pray about.  

2. Take heed

While Jesus dismissed this man with a terse refusal to get involved in his inheritance dispute, he did not leave the matter there. As he so often did, he turned this incident into an object lesson for his disciples. ‘Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed’ (12:15 NIV). The word ‘greed’ or ‘covetousness’ means the desire to have more and more. It usually has a negative sense, as in the tenth commandment - ‘do not covet your neighbour’s house, his wife, his servants or his animals, or anything else that is your neighbours’ (Exod 20:17). Some of our friends say, ‘we covet your prayers’, which is a positive use of this word. 

Coveting is perhaps the most insidious and dangerous of sins. Adam and Eve were not satisfied with what God gave them. They wanted more. They wanted to eat from the only tree God told them not to eat from. The apostle Paul had a similar problem with this commandment (Rom 7:7,8). Is there anyone who does not have a difficulty with this commandment? How much trouble this sin brings upon us, and upon this world! This world does not even recognise the sin of covetousness. Covetousness and greed underlie our consumer society. Advertisers play up this sin. They keep offering you more and more, knowing that you will never be satisfied. They show you what other people have and say you can have it too. Have you ever seen an 'add' that tells you to be content with what you have? Has anyone ever told you to be content with what you have? The Bible does! ‘Let your conduct be without covetousness; be content with such things as you have’ (Heb 13:5). 

When we first arrived in India we found shopping very difficult- and when we came back we found it even more difficult, but for different reasons. In India we wanted some furniture. A friend showed us where the shops were. We found a narrow lane with what looked like garages. Everything was covered in dust and dirt. We found a table that looked okay and then a chair- one chair. Where were the rest? The owner said he would have them made in a month. Coming back to this country we found our letter box stuffed with glossy catalogues. We went to brightly lit showrooms with rows of tables and chairs to choose from, and people urging us to buy.  

‘Be on your guard against covetousness or greed’. ‘Be content with what you have’. These are not just words. Jesus is speaking of a way of life. ‘For one’s life does not consist in the abundance of the things he possesses’. What does your life consist of? Are you eager to buy some new thing? Some people get upset when the shops close for 24 hours, or even 12 hours. What is the chief end of your life? Is it to glorify yourself and enjoy new things, or is it to glorify God and enjoy him forever? 

3. Temporal things

‘One’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions’ (12:15). Is there anything unclear about this lesson taught by Jesus? Then why is it so widely ignored? Leave aside for the moment the richest woman in the country who is keeping our courts busy with a family dispute about inheritance, and think about ourselves. Think about the Christian who boasts that his son has a high paying job and that he lives in a big house with water views. But what does his life consist of, you ask- and what does your life consist of? More and more in our society we are being labelled by our possessions. ‘How big is your house; how much is it worth? What car do you drive? Where do you live?’ I read the other day how post-codes are becoming a key to people’s prospects in our society. This is what happens when people’s lives consist of their possessions.  

Covetousness begins in the cradle and ends in the grave, unless in the Lord’s strength we take a personal stand against it. Please remember the grave because we cannot take any of our possessions with us when we go to the grave (1Tim 6:7). We leave behind the silver and gold, the house and the car. ‘Naked I came from my mother’s womb and naked I will depart’ said Job, after he lost all his worldly possessions, even his children. He said, ‘the Lord gave and the Lord has taken away, blessed be the name of the Lord’ (Job 1:21).

‘All these I have kept since my youth’ the rich young ruler said to Jesus, as he listed the second table of the commandments. Jesus did not mention the tenth commandment but it was the focus of him telling this man to sell all he had and follow him (Luke 18:22). Do not overlook the command not to covet; do not to be seeking after more and more worldly things. Seek first the kingdom of God and you will not lack anything you need. Be rich towards God, not in the things of this world. Contentment is the antidote to covetousness and greed.      
Parable of the rich fool                                        
       Luke 12:16-21

The master teacher, Jesus of Nazareth, taught many great truths of life and death through parables. Parables are short stories which teach a truth Jesus wants us to know. This is truth is often profound, as we would expect from the Son of God. The truth is often confronting to sinners, as also expected from the Son of God. 

While Jesus was teaching his disciples to fear God and not men, and warning them of the consequences of denying Jesus before men, he was interrupted by a man from the crowd. The man wanted Jesus to tell his brother to share the inheritance with him (12:13). Jesus refused to enter into a dispute about property. He warned all who were listening of the sin of covetousness. He warned them against worldliness and against thinking that life is all about possessions. ‘One’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions’ (12:15). 

Jesus reinforced this teaching with a parable. He wanted to drive the message home, as it were. This parable is one that strikes at the very heart of our thinking about life. Its message is fearful. It is like the later story of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19f). These stories are fearful because the man in question is judged by God when he appears to have done nothing wrong. The man was not guilty of murder, stealing, lying, or adultery. He did no one any harm, at least not directly. Yet God looks on his heart and condemns him. God judges our hearts, not just our actions. He judges by his laws, not ours.  

1. Monster crop

‘The ground of a certain rich man yielded plentifully’ (12:16). A certain farmer had a bumper crop. My missionary colleague in India taught this parable each year to the trainees who came to the college. I would teach the parable of the Good Samaritan in the course on poverty and rural development. This parable is about an ordinary man whose business did well- very well. The question as to why he had a bumper harvest is not directly addressed by Jesus. His focus is upon the man’s response to his ‘good fortune’. But we might stop and ask the question ‘why’? What was behind his so called ‘good fortune’? Was the man a hard worker? Was he a good manager? He may have been both. But who gave him the strength to work hard? Who gave him the talent to manage his business? Do you stop to thank the Lord for your health and strength, or do you take such blessings for granted and then complain when you get sick? 

The bumper harvest of this rich farmer most likely came about from good rains. Who sent the good rains? Was it just ‘good fortune’, or was it the Lord. God in heaven sends the rain on the just and the unjust, according to Jesus (Mat 5:45). God is the one who prospers us in the work we do. Is it not fitting then, to thank God for this prosperity, and show him our thankfulness in tangible ways? How do you respond when you get a new job, a promotion, a tax return or an inheritance? 

2. My profit

The rich man in this parable thought only of himself and what he could do with his bumper harvest. He had a problem, as he thought; his barns were too small. Rich people have their own problems, problems like how to keep their wealth away from others, or how to spend their profits. When they have bought the most expensive house and car they can find, they usually go out and buy the same again. But then they get bored. Some buy the most expensive wine they can find and dine at the most expensive restaurant, even when their favourite dish is fish and chips.  

So how did this farmer solve his problem? He decided to pull down the barns that had been adequate for his needs and build bigger ones. He would store all his grain and his goods in bigger barns (12:18). Property in itself is not evil. Money in itself is not evil. It is the love of money that is a root of all kinds of evil (1Tim 6:10). You can have barns as big as you like, or a bank account as big as you like, but beware of trusting in your wealth. Hoarding of excessive wealth, when people are crying out for help, is condemned in the Bible (James 5:3).

This rich farmer thought only of himself. How often do we see the personal pronoun in this parable? It is all, ‘I will do this’ and, ‘my goods’. He gave no thought to God who gave him the bumper crop, or to his workers who would have helped him harvest the grain. Did you see in the news recently the owner of a bus company who shared his profits among his workers?  It was so uncommon that it made the headlines! 

3. My comfort  

“I will say to my soul, ‘Soul you have many goods laid up for many years; take it easy; eat, drink and be merry’” (12:19). The man’s final thought and final words were about his future comfort. He was planning a life of ease without any acknowledgement of God. There was no, ‘if the Lord wills I will live and do this or that’ (James 4:15). This man was telling his soul something very dangerous. 
I knew a man who built houses and sold them for a good profit. He lived an active life, swimming and playing golf. His children all had good jobs and were making lots of money, as he often said. After building a large house for himself and his wife he decided to retire and take it easy. They planned to travel together and enjoy a good retirement. His wife was devastated when he had a heart attack and died suddenly. ‘He was so healthy’ she said; ‘And we had so many plans for our retirement’. This man gave no heed to the gospel of Jesus Christ. It was always, ‘I’ and ‘my’. ‘I am going to do this and that’ never, ‘if the Lord wills we will live and do this or that’. 

How tragic. How tragic that my neighbour thinks in exactly the same way. How tragic that so many in our society are thinking in the same way. How tragic that such thinking is accepted and applauded in our society. So many are planning for the day when they can sit back, take it easy and enjoy the good things of life - without a thought to their eternal destiny. ‘Let us pray for rich men’ concludes J. C. Ryle. We can add rich women also. It was Jesus who said, ‘how hard it is for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God!’ (Luke 18:24). And let us not be too hasty in ruling ourselves out of this category. Riches are relative. And remember, it is about trusting in our riches instead of in the Lord. 

The rich farmer was not a wicked man, any more than the rich young ruler was a wicked man, or the rich man in the Lazarus story. His friends would have admired him for his achievements. Maybe he was awarded a ‘best business’ award. They would have envied this man who could retire early and sit back and enjoy life. What person would have told him he was making a big mistake? What person would have said to him, ‘you fool’? 

4. My God

“But God said to him, ‘you fool’!” (12:20). Let us read that again. God called this man a fool! God calls a successful businessman a fool. How come? This is such a strong word. Look back to the previous chapter and see where Jesus used the same word. Jesus used it of the Pharisees who washed the outside of the cup and not the inside (11:40). He was referring to people who looked only to outward things, to things they could see in the here and now. These were people who gave no thought to the hereafter, and to their eternal destiny. Here was a man who ignored his creator, the one who gave him life, and the one who could take away that life at any moment.

God has the last word in this story. ‘This night your soul will be required of you’ (12:20). This man would not live to see tomorrow. He would not live to enjoy his wealth. He would be weighed in God’s balance and found short. All the riches in the world make no impression on the divine balance. This man had barns full of earthly treasure, but was ‘not rich toward God’ (12:21). How could he have been rich towards God? How can you be rich towards God? Boice writes, ‘to be rich towards God means that one is to be rich in spiritual things, things that will last! Basically it means choosing Jesus before riches. Jesus is the Son of God. He came down from heaven to save us from our sins and give us eternal life’. 

Sin is in the heart. Only the blood of Jesus can cleanse our hearts from sin. If you want to rich toward God you must humble yourself before him. With his help, you must empty your heart of all covetousness, greed, selfishness and pride, and be filled with the Holy Spirit and the love of God in Jesus Christ. You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind, and you must love your neighbour as yourself.
Stop worrying                                           



Luke 12:22-31

When someone asks you for help, what do you say? People often say, ‘No worries’. Another popular saying is, ‘she’ll be right mate’. For a bunch of people always saying, ‘no worries’, we do a lot of worrying. Worries about money are one of the greatest causes of turmoil and breakdown in marriage. Worries about beauty and popularity are a cause of breakdown in health. Worries about health lead to further breakdown in health. Some try to drown their worries by getting drunk. Others turn to drugs. Others go to counsellors to get medication. But there is another way and a better way of dealing with worry. In this passage we have the counsel of the Son of God, Jesus Christ our Lord. 

1. Do not worry 

Jesus said to his disciples, ‘do not worry about your life’ (12:22). ‘That is easy for Jesus to say, but how can I not worry' you might say. Well, Jesus goes on to tell how we can, and must, live without worrying. Jesus does not say worry less; he says do not worry at all. He points us to our Father in heaven. If we truly trust in God we will not worry about our life because our life is in God’s hands. If we depend on God rather than on ourselves we will not worry. 

In this passage Jesus returns to addressing the crowd, and in particular his disciples, as indicated by the word ‘therefore’ (12:22). He had been interrupted by a man in the crowd concerned about his material inheritance. Jesus warned against covetousness and trusting in material wealth. It is foolish, indeed sin against God, to trust in one’s own resources and resourcefulness rather than in God. The rich fool thought life was all about eating and drinking and having fun (12:19). Jesus told his disciples there was much more to life than eating and wearing fancy clothes. ‘Life is more than food, and the body more than clothing’ (12:23).

While riches make trusting in the Lord difficult, being poor does not automatically make trusting in God easy. ‘Greed can never get enough, while worry is afraid it may not have enough’. Riches do not bring happiness, and nor does poverty. Trust and contentment in the provisions of God is what brings happiness. Yet where is the person who says, ‘I am satisfied with what I have’. Where is the person who gives thanks to the Lord for the things they have, be it little or much?

Do not worry because life is more than food. This is the first point. It is sometimes said that the poor eat to live while the rich live to eat. Poor or rich, eating is the highlight of life for many people. Some people fight over food like dogs. I have even heard of a tribe where a man will kill his mate if he thinks he has eaten more than his share of the food. Some Hindus say you are what you eat. Eating or not eating certain foods is a large part of their religion- and of other religions. At a city fish shop I saw a line stretching out the door and down the street on Good Friday. Eating is a large part of man-made religions. It is a large part of secular society. Some gorge themselves, while others live for the next exotic eating house that opens up. 
We are to give thanks to the Lord for every good and perfect gift (James 1:17); and every food is to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth (1Tim 4:3). But food must not rule our life, any more than clothes or other material things. To women the apostle Peter writes, ‘do not let your adornment be merely outward’ but remember ‘in former times the holy women who trusted in God’ (1Peter 3:3,5). What is life about? We will come to this shortly, but remember, it is not about food and clothes or other material things (12:23, 15). 

2. Discover the birds and the flowers

To teach that God is able to provide our food, Jesus had his disciples look at the ravens. He could have reminded them of the manna that God sent their forefathers in the desert, but this lesson from nature was more vivid. Ravens or crows were ugly and unclean birds commonly seen in Israel. How did these birds get their food Jesus asked? They do not sow or reap like men. They do not build barns like men- remember the rich fool. They gather their food from the countryside. They gather from what God makes grow; God feeds them (12: 24).

In Psalm 147 verse 7 we read 

‘Sing to the Lord with thanksgiving,

Sing praise on the harp to our God,

Who covers the heavens with clouds,

Who prepares rain for the earth,

Who makes grass grow on the mountains.

He gives the beast its food 

and the young ravens that cry’. 

There is a vast array of birds and animals, all created by God and living on the daily provision of Almighty God. Are not you, who are made in the image of God, you for whom he gave his only begotten Son to die on the cross, are not you worth more to God than the birds? (12:24). 

Jesus mentions sowing and reaping, which is what God has given for man to do. Jesus is not condoning laziness. ‘If anyone will not work, neither shall he eat’ (2Thess 3:10). We are to do our work as unto the Lord, trusting in him for strength and fruitfulness. Just because a man sows and reaps does not make him independent of God. The rain will come and go, but God will supply our daily bread. Those who trust in the Lord will lack no good thing (Psalm 34:11, 84:11).

Worrying is fundamentally futile. Some might say worry drives them to get out and work. But in the main it makes us feel helpless and depressed. If we know we are strong and in control -if that is possible- we will not worry. If we know God, who is strong and in control of all things, we will not worry. Jesus asks a rhetorical question to point out the futility of worrying. ‘Who can add a cubit to his stature’ (12:25). Many translations have, ‘who can add an hour to his life span’.  A cubit is a measure of length; it is an arm’s length, from elbow to finger-tip. This length can refer to height or to length of time (Ps 39:5). Are we more likely to worry about our life span or our height? Either translation makes the point Jesus wants to make; ‘since you cannot do this very little thing, do not worry about the rest’ (12:29). 

From birds, Jesus turns to look at plant life, especially the beautiful flowers of the field (12:27). King Solomon, like all kings, liked to wear beautiful robes. Brand-name clothes were probably not around in his day; if they were he would have wanted the most expensive brand. But even the most richly robed man in the kingdom did not compare to the beauty of the flowers. Yet these flowers did not ‘toil or spin’. God made them beautiful, and he makes you beautiful, you who are of much more value than the flowers that are here today and gone tomorrow. You are made in the image of God- what greater beauty do you want? You are loved by God- what more love do you want?  

How tragic it is to see beautiful young people doing everything they can, and that at great cost, to change their appearance- and then end up destroying their God-given beauty. How tragic it is to see older women and men trying to make themselves look young again and so destroy the beauty of their older age. Of course we are not called upon to dress in shabby clothes or leave our hair in a mess, but let us remember what Peter wrote about the holy women. Let neither pride nor anxiety lead us to worry about our appearance. Let worldly people seek after such things, as is clearly the case with the plethora of beauty magazines and products in the market ($7b each year on body beauty including fake tans, Botox and fitness in our nation).

‘How much more will God clothe you, O you of little faith?’ (12:28). Jesus condemns disciples who worry about their body and what they will wear. Poor people worry about not having warm clothes for winter, but Jesus was not just thinking about poor people. Solomon was not a poor man. Jesus was talking about an inordinate concern for the body, be it over food or beauty; something which demonstrated a lack of faith in God who made our body. God made us for himself. If you are one of his chosen ones whom he has saved, you are precious to God and beautiful in his sight. Your life is about trusting in God and doing his will. If you worry about minor things like food and clothes, you are not trusting in your heavenly Father, and this offends him. 

3. Do seek the kingdom of God

Worry is the opposite of faith. A lot of worry indicates little faith. The more faith you have the less you will worry. This makes sense because faith comes from walking closer to God and knowing him better. The more you seek the kingdom of God and get to know the king, the less you will worry.  Why? Because this king loves his children and is powerful to provide for them. This is what Jesus is saying in his reference to the birds and the flowers.

It is ‘the nations of the world’ or those who do not know God, that seek after the things of the world (12:30). They do not believe in the creator God. They do not know the love of God in Jesus Christ. They have reason to worry because everything depends upon them. Worldly people strive to store up food or money for years to come in order to remove anxiety. But anxiety persists while ever hope is based on material things. Worry continues while ever we trust in our own resources or own beauty. There will always be disasters, like a stock crash, that keep us anxious. Aging and death mean there is no escape from anxiety about outward beauty.

Seek first the kingdom of God (and his righteousness -Mat 6:33) and you will come to understand God's power and God’s willingness to provide all your needs, according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus (Phil 4:19). You will lack no good thing. Jesus, the Son of God, promises, ‘all these things will be added to you’ (12:31). Remember the antidote to worry is faith, faith in your Father who is in heaven.     

Where is your treasure?                                            

Luke 12:32-34

Along with daily stock market reports and monthly reports on reserve bank meetings, financial advisors have become part of life today. Everyone is encouraged to get advice on managing their finances, be it salary packages, superannuation, shares or some other investment. But what about spiritual advice? Is there as much concern about people's souls as there is about their superannuation?

If you have opened your Bible to the passage we read today you will find advice about money and about life. It is the advice of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. It is the best advice and it is free! Jesus gives advice about where to invest your treasure for the maximum benefit in the short term, and the long term. Are you eager to hear this advice? 

1. Fear not

Jesus told his disciples not to worry about life (12:22). Do not worry about food, clothes or shelter because if God feeds the birds and clothes the flowers he will make sure you have food and clothes. You are precious to him. God is great and God is good. He is able and willing to supply all your needs.

The teaching of our Lord continues, with a slight change of emphasis, in these verses. They are beautiful and powerful words that we read and meditate upon today. If you have come here today with financial worries then these words of Jesus are for you. If you do not have financial worries then these verses will make you ask yourself how much you are trusting in your possessions. 

‘Do not fear little flock’ (12:34). What warm and tender words Jesus uses! How comforting these words must have been to his disciples who had left everything to follow him. When the Son of God says, ‘do not fear’, it is not just empty words. He speaks with the authority of his Father. His Father is the God of creation. His Father is the king of the kingdom, the kingdom that is not of this world, the kingdom that is glorious beyond our imagination, and the kingdom that endures for ever. 'Your heavenly Father is pleased to give you the kingdom' (12:32). You do not have to beg or bribe God in some way to get his blessings. He is pleased to welcome you into his kingdom and give whatever you need. He will bless you in this world, and in the next. 

Jesus told, indeed promised, his disciples that anyone who had left all and followed him would not fail get ‘many times more in this present time and in the age to come eternal life’ (18:30). He said this as the rich young ruler left him, after choosing riches above Jesus. We will come back to this tragic story; for now we note that following Jesus does not mean going without the things that we need, or the things that enable us to live life to the full. 

'Little flock' is a term that is found only here in the Bible. The word ‘flock’ refers to sheep; and when we think of sheep we think of helpless, frightened creatures. And we also think of the shepherd who looks after the flock, feeding them on green pasture, and protecting them from wild animals and thieves. ‘Little flock’ seems to emphasize this helpless state of the sheep. It also points to them being few in number. True Christians have always been, and will continue to be, a minority in the nations of the world. We are on the narrow way. If the world hated Jesus it will hate believers also. Our strength does not come from numbers. We do not rely on political power or money power. We trust in the Lord. The disciples would have known this from the Scriptures. But they needed reminding, just as we do. ‘If God is for us who can be against us’ (Rom 8:31).

Moses told the people, ‘God did not set his love on you nor choose you because you were more in number than any other people, for you were the least of all peoples’ (Deut 7:7).  God set his love on them and made them his covenant people; and God keeps his covenant.  God is faithful to his word. His people did not starve in the desert. They did not go naked. Their clothes and shoes did not wear out during all those years in the desert (Deut 8:4). 

2. Financial advice

‘Sell what you have and give alms’ (12:33). What strange financial advice. Imagine a financial advisor telling you to sell all you have and give the money to the poor- and that without any mention of a tax advantage. ‘But if I sell everything I will have nothing’ you would protest. And that would be true unless… unless your advisor you was very rich man and said to you, ‘then come and live with me’. 

Jesus spoke these words to his disciples, who were not very rich- although one of them was so fond of money he betrayed Jesus for money. Jesus also spoke these words to a rich young ruler. He advised this young man to sell all he had and give it to the poor and then come and follow Jesus (18:22). This young man had to choose between his money and Jesus. Have you made your choice? Jesus said, ‘you cannot serve God and money’ (Mat 6:24).

What would the rich young ruler have lost if he had given everything away and followed Jesus. It is hard to believe, and many cannot believe it, but he would have lost nothing. What did Jesus tell him? You will have treasure in heaven. As Jesus indicated to his disciples, he would have received many times more in this present life and in the age to come eternal life (18:30). ‘Seek the kingdom of God and all these things shall be added to you’ (12:31). Do you believe Jesus?  

The idea that following Jesus means a life of poverty is the devil's lie. God promises that you will lack no good thing. Jesus promises that you will have many times more. Do remember that when you truly follow Jesus your attitude to worldly things will change. If you are following Jesus in order to get more material things, the same things that the rest of the world is after, you have been deceived. A young man in college told me he was studying so as to get a good job and make lots of money. He came and worked with me for a while. He did post-graduate studies and could have stayed in a Western country and had a comfortable life. But he chose to go back to India as a missionary and work among poor village people.

Do we literally have to sell whatever we have and live on the street as it were? The first Christians sold houses and land and gave the proceeds to the apostles so others could be helped; but Peter indicated in what he said to Ananias that this was done freely. The wise man in Proverbs wrote, ‘give me neither riches nor poverty…lest I be full and deny you or poor and steal' (Prov 30:8,9). If what you have is a barrier to following Jesus then sell it for sure. 

It is obvious that in our city material things are a great barrier to following Jesus. The love of money poses a great danger to our walk with Jesus. Radical action may be required to preserve life. ‘It is not the possession of worldly things that makes one worldly minded, but the attitude adopted towards them; nor does the lack of earthly things make one heavenly minded, but the inward freedom from selfishness and covetous and consecration to the Lord’.  

3. Focus on treasure in heaven       

Jesus warned against hoarding possessions and wealth. He saw the physical and spiritual danger of relying on things we have hoarded. Both dangers are obvious, but all too often we ignore them. Jesus spoke about money bags that do not grow old (12:33). He spoke about moths destroying things and thieves stealing things. It is not easy, indeed it is impossible to be 100% sure of keeping our possessions. 

One day I bought a beautiful Persian carpet- it was a bargain but not cheap. It was on the floor of our house in India. When we came back from holidays we found the carpet half-eaten. White ants had come in through the window, across the floor and were well on their way to consuming the whole carpet. I have heard of houses being attacked and devoured by white ants. We see pictures of homes being destroyed by fire, floods and earthquakes. Is all your security tied up in the house you have, or want?  When money bags grow old they get holes in them. What good is a purse with holes in it? What good is a bank that crashes, or a share market that crashes? 

Then there is the thief to contend with. A friend of ours was robbed almost every time he travelled on the train in India- we were robbed often enough also. This friend bought a big lock and chain to secure his luggage. But while he was fixing the chain to his luggage a thief stole his boots and glasses. Maybe you, like others, have been robbed at some time. Another friend in India had the motto: travel light and travel happy. This motto could be applied to life in general.

In addition to the physical danger of losing your treasure there is the spiritual danger. ‘Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also’ (12:34). I have a neighbour who is rarely at home on weekends. He has a cabin at the beach and a share in a farm out west. Some Christians get caught up in this weekend lifestyle also. They cannot get to worship on Sundays because they are off to their country cottage.

It is good that you are here today worshipping the Lord. You have put the Lord before other things that you could be doing today. I pray you are worshipping the Lord with all your heart, and that you are trusting in him to care for you and provide for you each and every day. Do not let your focus be diverted towards the treasures and pleasures of this world, because where your treasure is there your heart will be also. 
Ready for Christ’s coming                                                  Luke 12:35-40
Jesus told his disciples not to worry about food and clothes because ‘your Father knows that you need these things’ (12:30). God is able and willing to provide all your needs. Jesus went on to warn them against setting their heart upon material things in the way that worldly people do. The kingdom of God must remain their focus. We must lay up treasure in heaven not in this earth.

‘How do I do this’ you might ask. ‘What is this treasure in heaven’? In Proverbs 11:4 we read, ‘riches do not profit in the day of wrath, but righteousness delivers from death’. It is righteousness, the righteousness of God that we must seek after. Being brought into God’s kingdom by grace through faith we are given the righteousness of God and must walk in his righteousness. This righteousness ‘delivers from death’. Riches cannot deliver from death. Silver and gold are useless when you die. Death is, of course, God’s judgment upon sin so it can be spoken of as the day of God’s wrath. Actually it is after death and at the judgment – ‘after death comes the judgment’ (Heb 9:27) - when God’s wrath will be fully and finally poured out upon the unrighteous or the wicked (Rev 6:17). 

When Jesus comes again he will come as judge of the living and the dead (Mat 25:31f). Jesus may come at any time. We are living in the last days. If we keep this in mind we will see the foolishness of hoarding material things. Such things will be useless when Jesus comes. They will burn up in the heat anyway. What did the prophet Ezekiel say? ‘They will throw their silver into the streets, and their gold will be like refuse; their silver and gold will not be able to deliver them… in the day of the wrath of the Lord’ (Ezek 7:19). So it is that Jesus brings the return of the Son of Man into his teaching about not trusting in material things. 

1. Waist girded

‘Let your waist be girded and your lamps burning’ (12:35). Trusting in the Lord to provide our needs, does not mean we sit back and do nothing. We are not to roam around doing nothing or being busybodies. We are to work and provide for our families. Moreover, we are to work in the kingdom of God and in the house of the Lord. We are children of the king and also servants of the king. Children have their jobs to do in the home do they not?

In Jesus’ day, as in various societies today, men wore wrap around skirts. In India this skirt is called a ‘lungi’, in Scotland a ‘kilt’, and in Tonga you have a name also. If such skirts are long they can hinder you from doing hard work. What people do is tuck them up around their waist when they are working. This is what Jesus pictures in this parable. When a person has his ‘waist girded’ you know he is working hard. Similarly, when the lamp is burning you know he is working into the night. He is burning the midnight oil, as we sometimes say. 

2. Wait and watch for the master   

In this parable Jesus pictures his disciples as servants in a house where the master has gone away for a while- to a wedding in fact. This parable is similar in some ways to the well-known parable of the wise and foolish virgins in Matthew 25. Jesus tells his disciples to be like hard working men waiting for their master to return. Whenever he returns they must be ready to run and open the door for him. ‘Blessed are those servants whose master finds watching when he comes’ (12:37). The master will not be pleased if his servants are sleeping, or if they have said to themselves, ‘he will not be back for a long time so we can take off to town and eat, drink and be merry’. Jesus was warning his disciples not to forget he was coming again. In fact, it is more a warning to us because Jesus had not even gone back to heaven at this time.

We must not forget whose we are and whom we serve. Jesus knows all too well what human hearts are like. We are not only prone to be anxious; we are also prone to be impatient. We not only find it difficult to trust God to provide for us, but cannot wait for him to do so. We are like the Israelites when they came out of Egypt. The dust had hardly settled behind them- or in their case the water closed back in the sea- than they began to grumble. They were on their way to the Promised Land but started to grumble about the food. They wanted to go back and be slaves in Egypt even though God had promised them freedom in their own land. They craved the meat and fish of Egypt. 

‘Give me some red stew for I am about to die’ said Esau. He gave up his inheritance for a bowl of stew! He was impatient, and very foolish. Women say that the quickest way to a man's heart is through his stomach. The devil knows this as well. He knows the weakness of the flesh, whether it be for food, sex or sleep. That is why Jesus urges his disciples to keep busy. He tells them to patient and keep watch. Remember, judgment day is just around the corner!

When the master returns and finds his servants waiting and ready to serve him, what does he do?  To our surprise, Jesus says the master ‘will gird himself and have them sit down and he will come and serve them’ (12:37). The master will serve the servants. Things are very different in the kingdom of God! 

Where in this world do you see masters serving their servants? What human master would humble himself like this? He would be afraid of the servants getting proud and not obeying him any longer. How humiliating for a master to wait on his servants. Jesus said, ‘you call me teacher and Lord and you say well for so I am’ (John 13:13). But he washed his disciple’s feet anyway. He did so as an example to them of what the kingdom of God is like. Riches may bring privilege and power in this world, but not in the kingdom of God. In the kingdom of God all are alike. There are no rich and poor, no master and servant, and no male and female. 

We live in an egalitarian society- although less and less so as it appears. Increasingly we see the rich and powerful being treated differently; but still not to the extent seen in some other societies. Where did this egalitarianism come from? It came from the gospel. It was the gospel of Jesus Christ that moved William Wilberforce to fight for the abolition of slavery. When people hear the gospel and believe in Jesus Christ their hearts are changed and their lives are transformed. They no longer seek after the things of this world. They no longer strive to get worldly wealth and power- which comes from lording it over others. Rather, they look to the Lord and share what they have, as taught in the Bible. 

3. What hour? 

Jesus comes back to the question of the master’s return and when this will be. The servants do not know, but must remain ready for him at all times. The picture of the thief breaking into one's house is added to underline the importance of watching and waiting. Night is the time when it is difficult to stay awake. It is also the time for parties, the time for drinking and being merry. The Jews divided the night into three parts or watches. The second and third watches were the most difficult to keep (12:38). But the master may come even at such an unexpected and inconvenient time, just like the thief. 

The thief comes when you are not expecting him- if he is a clever thief. They come in the night or when you are away. Not all thieves are clever. In Africa they just break in and threaten to kill the owner. In India a friend had his ceiling fans stolen while he was asleep in the house- I guess that is fairly clever. In most cases, if the thief is disturbed he will run off. The way to stop the thief is to be ready at all times. Houses in the time of Jesus were probably made of mud brick. The thief would literally dig through the wall- or maybe the roof. Locks on the door were no help. Thieves, as we said, often target empty houses. That is why owners have friends come and stay when they are away. And that is why you need to be at home, that is in kingdom of God, and alert when Jesus comes.

‘Therefore you also be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect’ (12:40). There is a lesson to this story about servants and the return of the master. Jesus is coming at an hour you do not expect. He was yet to go to the cross and be resurrected from the dead, and ascend into heaven, but he spoke of his return from heaven. ‘You also be ready’. The 'you also' is emphatic in verse 40 as it was in verse 35- 'you' and 'you also'. Jesus addresses all his disciples. Be ready for his return at any time. Do not be distracted by the treasures and pleasures of this world.  

Remember, whatever you have in this world will soon been gone. ‘What profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul’? (Mat 16:26). Hold lightly whatever material things you have; but cling tightly to the Lord Jesus Christ. If you are watching and waiting for his return you will not be going after the things of this world but will be laying up treasure in heaven. 
All accountable to God                                        

Luke 12:41-48

How do you feel about life at the moment? Is everything wonderful? Are you glad to be alive? Family is all well, and work is going well? When I hear such sentiments a sense of fear enters my heart. Not that I am fatalistic or have the idea that something bad will happen soon. I fear because people pay no regard to what is around the corner. They pay no regard to their impending death, or to divine judgment. Jesus said, ‘the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect him’ (12:40). 

We do not like uncertainty. We like to know what the weather will be like next week. We like to know what we will be doing and who will be visiting. But no matter how well we make our plans, we can never be certain of the future. In truth, the only things that are certain we have no control over and have no idea when they will happen- namely death and the return of Jesus Christ. 

If you believe in Jesus the sting of death has been removed for you, and you will be looking forward to his return. If this is true you must surely be living differently to the person who does not believe in Jesus. You must surely think and act differently to the person who, with wine glass in hand and a plate of rich food  in front of them simply says ‘life is good; enjoy it while it lasts’. 

In teaching his disciples not to worry about material things but to seek first the kingdom of God, Jesus used a parable. He spoke of a household where the master went away to a wedding leaving his servants to run the place. They had no idea when he would return, but whenever he did they were expected to ‘open to him immediately’ (12:36). The servants must be doing their work with the returning of their master in mind. 

Peter interrupted Jesus with a question. ‘Lord, are you telling this parable to us or to all’ (12:41). The question was valid, although Jesus was probably coming to it anyway. He does not stop to answer Peter’s question. Jesus was speaking to his disciples (12:22). The parable was about servants in a household. Servants are people chosen by the master to serve him. When Jesus indicated the point of the parable, namely the return of the Son of Man, Peter wondered if this would affect all people. Jesus does address his question but not before special mention of the steward or ruler of this household. 

1. Faithful and wise manager 
Thus far in the parable there are servants and a master. All the servants must be going about their duty in keeping the house and be ready at all times for the return of their master. Now Jesus speaks of a steward or house manager. He speaks of a faithful and wise manager who gives the servants their food allowance at the proper time (12:42). The master leaves the manager with the huge job of running the house. It was a great privilege and great responsibility. You may have seen a TV show featuring the servants of country estate in England. The servants included a cook, maids, cleaners, footman and a butler. It was the head servant’s responsibility to see that the others did their work and also that they were fed. He was accountable to the owner, for whom he shows great respect.

‘Blessed is that servant whom his master finds’ doing his work properly when he returns (12:43). Notice that the ‘steward’ remains a ‘servant’ of the master. The master will be pleased when he returns to find his steward faithfully doing his work in managing the household. He will promote this steward, giving him greater privileges and greater responsibility. We might think of men like Joseph and Daniel. Being faithful and wise servants in the household of foreign kings they were promoted to very high places. Moreover, it is not wrong to understand ‘promotion’ or rewards in heaven along the lines taught in this parable. 

This is a parable, and Jesus is talking about himself as master. He is talking about his return from heaven. The household is the household of faith (Gal 6:10). Is the steward then the office bearer in a congregation? Clearly, those called to be leaders or shepherds in the church have a great responsibility and will be held accountable by Jesus (Heb 13:17). They are in fact ‘under-shepherds’, responsible to the great shepherd of the sheep, the Lord himself. The minister or elder can never sit down and say, ‘my job is done’; not in this life anyway. They are called and equipped by God to build up the body of Christ. They are to be faithful in preaching and teaching the word of God. They are to encourage everyone in the house to use their gifts within the household of faith. We are all servants not spectators. All servants have work to do as they wait the return of their master.

2. Foolish and wicked manager 

‘But if that servant says in his heart’ (12:45). The faithful manager did not say anything in his heart. He had said in his mind, ‘I must do the work the master has given me to do, no matter what’, and his mind instructed his heart. But this foolish manager starts to question his master’s words. Maybe he listened to people saying, ‘where is this master who promised to return’. In his heart he said, ‘my master is a long time coming’ (12:45). He forgot about his master, the one to whom he was accountable, and started thinking of his privileges. He beat the servants and helped himself to the cellar and the pantry. He had been given the keys after all. 

Too often we see leaders in the church abusing their privileged position. How tragic to hear of clergy abusing children under their care- children as in young people. How tragic to see a minister or elder turn ‘to drink and be drunk’ (12:45). How tragic to see leaders helping themselves to church funds, funds that are given for promoting the kingdom of God. Some just ‘borrow’ money for a while, but do not always give it back. 

The master of that servant will come one day when he is not expecting him (12:46). Jesus keeps before us the truth that he can come at any time. Indeed, he will come when we least expect him. The only thing we can do, and must do, is to be ready all the time. That means faithful obedience and work at all times. When the master comes and finds his servant or steward failing in his duties and being a law unto himself, what will he do to that servant? Will he promote him? Surely not! Will he sack him?  Actually he will punish him. He ‘will cut him in pieces and put him with the unfaithful’ (12:46 ESV). 

In Matthew’s gospel we read of him being put with the hypocrites, and ‘there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth’ (Mat 24:51). Being unfaithful in the Lord’s house is a very serious matter. The punishment is severe. Jesus speaks of being put with unbelievers in hell. He is not saying true believers can be lost, but is warning all who follow him of the consequences of being unfaithful. He is warning us to be ready for his return at all times; which means being in active obedient service. Jesus has given each one of us work to do. We must be his witnesses at all times. He has given us gifts to be used in the fellowship. We know he has a will for us (12:47). When our minds are transformed, when we seek the kingdom of God and his righteousness, we will know his will and be enabled to do his will. 

Those who are not interested in God’s will and just want to coast along or laze about will be punished by the master also when he comes. They will not be cut to pieces but will be ‘beaten with many stripes’, a punishment fit for servants (12:47). Do not forget the master’s displeasure at the servant who buried his talent rather than using it to the profit of the master (Mat 25:24f). The sin of omission is just as serious as the sin of commission. We ask forgiveness for things we have done, and for things we should have done but failed to do. The commands of Jesus are not all negative. Following him is not simply a matter of not doing wrong things. We must also do the things he tells us to do. 

You know that if you stop pedalling a bike it will stop and you will fall off. If you are in the sea and stop swimming you will drown. The Christian life is not about floating on an airbed and going where the current takes you. It will surely take you to a place you do not want to go! Get off your airbed and start swimming before it is too late! 

3. Few stripes

‘But he who did not know’ (12:48). Peter had asked Jesus if his parable was directed at all people or just the disciples (12:41). The parable was about the return of the Son of Man (12:40). His return is announced in the Bible. His disciples must know about it whether they are leaders or just members in the church. They had just been told, as have you! Knowing this truth makes you more culpable if you fail.

But what about those who have not heard about Jesus and his return? Will they be held responsible? Yes. Is this just? If they break God’s holy law they will be punished, but with few stripes (12:48). They will be punished according to their knowledge. But they are not totally ignorant of God’s law. They are ignorant by choice. As Ryle says, ‘our very ignorance is part of our sin’. The apostle Paul makes it clear in Romans 1 and 2, that God’s power and majesty are revealed in the creation, ‘so that they are without excuse’. He also says that divine law is written on every human heart that judges others, law which is universally broken. 

When Jesus returns he will judge everyone, those who believe and those who do not. We are all accountable. His judgment will be just. It will be most severe upon those who knew his will but failed to do it, and those privileged to serve him in the household of faith but who abused their privileges. Ryle asks, ‘What are we doing ourselves with our religious knowledge? Are we using it wisely, and turning it to good account? Or are we content with the barren saying ‘we know it, we know it’, and secretly flattering ourselves  that the knowledge of our Lord’s will makes us better than others, while that will is not done?’

Peace on earth?                                          


Luke 12:49-53

For many people Christianity is all about Christmas and Easter- neither of which, by the way, the Bible tells us to celebrate. What is Christmas all about? It is about the baby Jesus in a manger with angels appearing and shepherds and wise men coming to see him. What is Easter about?  It is about Jesus being cruelly whipped and dragged off to be nailed to a cross. You may have seen vivid dramatization of Jesus suffering in a movie. 

While these events are, of course, true, there is a tendency to view Jesus not only as a helpless baby but as a victim of violent men, and even feel sorry for him. There is a tendency to see him only as a suffering individual and his suffering as being exemplary rather than vicarious. Some proclaim the gospel in this way, declaring that Jesus left us a great example of a peacemaker, a man who tried to bring harmony to the world but… but did he fail?

If this is your thinking then the words of Jesus we have just read will come as a shock. Jesus said he came not to bring peace but division! (12:51). Even if you are a true believer in Jesus Christ you will be somewhat surprised by these words. You will recall the angels declaring at his birth, ‘on earth peace and goodwill toward men’ (1:14). You will recall Jesus saying, ‘blessed are the peacemakers’ (Mat 5:9) and also, ‘my peace I give to you’ (John 14:27). 

In the passage before us Jesus shows us the big picture as it were, the big spiritual picture. This is about the fall of the human race into sin and the rule of Satan in people’s hearts. He had just been talking about his return and how this would mean judgment on his disciples and on everyone. His disciples must keep this truth in mind as they live in this world. All people should keep it in mind. But Jesus was jumping ahead. Before he could return from heaven he had to return there first. Before Jesus returned to heaven, from where he was sent into this world, something terrible would happen to him. He would have to endure the cross. He had ‘a baptism to be baptised with’ as he said (12:50). In this passage Jesus is addressing the multitude, not just his disciples (12:54). It was a mixed crowd of people who loved him and people who were out to trap him in his words. He spoke about bringing fire and division on the earth, as well as his own ‘baptism of fire’ or death.

1. Fire  

‘I came to bring fire on the earth’ (12:49). What are we to understand by this word ‘fire’? Of course we all know what fire is, but this is metaphorical fire. In the OT fire is used in referring to judgment and that seems to be the best way to understand it here. Actually, the context is that of divine judgment. Fire both destroys and purifies. It destroys the chaff and purifies the gold (1Cor 3:13). At his return Jesus will both judge and save. 

When a house goes up in flames most of it is consumed. But there are things that do not burn, things that go through the fire and come out the other side, things like metals, earthen ware and ceramics. If you want your house to survive a fire it is better to build it with bricks not wood. If a fire engulfs a whole street or village you often see one house completely destroyed and another left standing. It will be like this in the judgment. 

Jesus looked forward to the fire being kindled (12:49). It would be kindled at the cross. Not only was Jesus suffering under the attacks of Satan but his disciples were also. Satan was on the loose as it were. He was stirring up his troops for battle. The showdown was coming. Jesus knew it would be a terrible day; he wanted it to be over. ‘The ruler of this world had nothing on him’ as he said (John 14:30), but still he wanted his work to be accomplished. At the cross and resurrection Jesus defeated Satan. When he prayed from the cross ‘it is finished’ he was referring to his work being accomplished (John 19:28, 29). The resurrection was the definitive victory over death and Satan.  

The fire of judgment is now, that is after the cross, kindled. Satan is still active but is on a leash and his days are numbered. Jesus Christ has triumphed. He is now in heaven ready to come in judgment on this world. On that day he will separate the wheat from the chaff, gathering the wheat into his barn and burning the chaff with unquenchable fire (3:17). 

Until this Day of Judgment the disciples will suffer at the hands of Satan and his agents. God is sovereign but he allows Satan to test his disciples during these last days, as he did before the cross. Jesus’ coming is delayed (12:45) because the gospel must first be preached throughout the whole world (Mat 24:14). It is delayed because the harvest is plentiful and the workers are few. It is delayed because the Lord is not willing that any should perish (2Peter 3:4). The full number of the elect must be brought in (Rev 6:11). But delay means suffering for those who have believed. They are hated by the rest, just as Jesus was hated by the world.

2. Baptism

‘But I have a baptism to be baptised with’ said Jesus (12:50). He was not talking about water baptism- he was already baptised with water. He was talking about the suffering of the cross (Mark 10:38). Jesus would, as it were, suffer the fire of judgment there on the cross. He would suffer the terrible wrath of God upon sin as he took our sin upon himself. Jesus ‘was crucified, dead, and buried: He descended into hell’. This is what we say in the Apostles Creed. Jesus was judged and condemned to death and to hell because of our sin. The writer to the Hebrews says of Jesus, ‘who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame. And has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God’ (Heb 12:2). What terrible suffering! What terrible shame! 
It was a terrible baptism of fire that Jesus contemplated as he spoke to the crowd. Jesus said, ‘how distressed I am till it is accomplished’ (12:50). The word translated as ‘distress’ means ‘constrained’. There was no other option. Jesus knew what he was sent into this world to do. In the garden he prayed ‘Father, if it is your will, take this cup from me’, but he knew that there was no other way. Would his Father have had him die if there was another way? 

How offensive it is to God when people think Jesus was just a great man who died a tragic death. How offensive it is to God when people are offended by the cross and think that Jesus did not have to die in order to save us from our sin. Jesus was constrained to suffer and die upon the cross. It was the will of the Father. He went to the cross out of obedience to God, and out of love for us, knowing that there was no other way by which we could be saved. 

3. Division 

‘Do you suppose that I came to give peace on earth? I tell you not at all but rather division’ (12:52). The Jews were looking for a Messiah whom they expected would deliver them from the Romans and bring peace to their nation. There was little peace while ever they were fighting the Romans. But Jesus was not a political liberator or broker of peace. It is a mistake to think that Jesus brings this sort of peace. Jesus the Messiah or Christ came to give peace with God. Our sin makes us enemies with God; and God is one enemy we do not want to have! What Jesus was to accomplish through his death and resurrection was peace with God for you who believe in him. It was peace, not as the world gives (John 15:27). ‘God has reconciled us to himself though Jesus Christ’ (2Cor 5:18).

Do you see what Christ has done?  While we were all enemies of God we were united in our sin and our opposition to God. We had a sort of peace with one another- a bit like the peace of a bikie gang! When a gang member defects to help the police they really go after him. This 'mate' or 'comrade' suddenly becomes their bitter enemy, even if he was a member of their own family. Communities are divided by Jesus. Families are divided by Jesus. Jesus said ‘from now on five in one house will be divided; three against two and two against three’ (12:52). This house consisted of father, mother, daughter, son and daughter- in- law. It was a typical family of the day where girls went to live with their in-laws. There can be lots of fighting in a family like this, even serious domestic violence. 

But Jesus was not talking about domestic violence, at least not violence caused by money or alcohol. He was talking about division that occurs through him. When a family member believes in Jesus Christ, the challenge of the gospel comes into this home. Morris writes, ‘When men do not rise to this challenge they do not uncommonly become critical of those who do. The divisions that thus arise may run through families’. You end up with a followers of Jesus and followers of Satan in the one house. The house becomes a spiritual war zone. Do you understand? Do you believe this?  

We see this battle begin when a person comes to Christ out of Hinduism or Islam or Judaism. You may have heard of families holding mock funeral services for their converted child. They are cut off from all inheritance and may even be killed. Great antagonism can arise within nominal Christian families also. A friend of ours was sent to Sunday school and became a believer. Her parents were shocked when they saw her reading the Bible and praying and tried to discourage her. We have seen families bitterly divided when a believing child refuses to marry an unbeliever chosen by her parents. In God’s grace, husband and wife are often drawn to the Lord together. In his grace the whole family may come to believe in Jesus. But if not, the division continues and will continue while ever Satan clings to his captives. 

Geldenhuys writes, ‘Those who do not accept him (Jesus) as their personal Redeemer and thus become liberated from Satan and sin, will live in hostility towards him and his followers- a fact which during the past nineteen (twenty) centuries has been patent every day and continues to be so’. 

Discerning the time                                                            Luke 12:54-59

Are you a weather watcher? Do you want to know what the weather will be like on the weekend for your BBQ? Farmers are very watchful of the weather. They have more at stake than a BBQ. Rain can ruin their crop. In the past they would watch the sky and feel the wind. Nowadays they go on the internet for the latest weather forecast. I know a farmer who did this every day during the cropping season. They really appreciate long range weather forecasts.

Jesus continued speaking to the crowd (12:54). He had spoken to his disciples at times but the setting here is a mixed crowd of followers and opponents. Jesus had spoken about his return ‘at an hour you do not expect’ (12:40). Like the master of a house, he expected his servants to waiting for him. Servants who paid no regard to his return would be severely punished (12:46).

1. Read the signs

Many in the crowd listening to Jesus would have been farmers. As such they had learned to predict the weather from certain signs in the sky. Clouds coming from the west, that is, from the Mediterranean Sea, would bring rain.  You will recall Elijah praying and watching for a cloud from the west (1Kings 18). The other sign Jesus spoke about was the south wind (12:55). Wind coming from the south was coming from the desert. This wind would be hot and dry, making it good for harvest. In India the short winter season ends with the arrival of hot winds. Trees lose their leaves in the spring not the autumn, which was quite strange for us. 

Why was Jesus talking about the weather? Did he go around discussing the weather with everyone he met? The weather may have been a popular topic of conversation, just as it is today, but Jesus was more interested in people’s souls than in the weather. Referring to weather signs was by way of teaching a lesson, a spiritual lesson. ‘Hypocrites’ said Jesus. This is a strong word and his listeners may have been offended but Jesus had an important lesson to teach. Whether they were offended or not was not his concern. His concern was their eternal destiny. Oh, that we today were more concerned for the eternal destiny of our soul, and the souls of those around us, than we are for our own reputation.

‘How is it that you do not discern this time?’ asked Jesus. They were good at reading the signs for the weather but what about the signs regarding their own life and destiny? Could they not see God’s plans and purposes being progressively fulfilled regarding his creation, and the human race in particular? Jesus was talking to Jews who had the Scriptures. They had the words of God given through the prophets. They had the sign of the prophet Jonah, as Jesus told them on another occasion (Mat 16:4). They had many other prophecies in the Scriptures regarding the coming of Messiah. If they had read these carefully and prayerfully, and not been so blinded by legalism, they would have seen how Jesus was fulfilling these prophecies and the law. 

It is amazing to read of the Jewish leaders saying, ‘we know God spoke to Moses but as for this fellow (Jesus) we do not know where he is from’ (John 9:29). It is amazing that they could tell Herod that the Christ would be born in Bethlehem of Judea but not realise that Jesus was born in Bethlehem (Mat 2). It is amazing that they did not discern in the miracles of Jesus the power of Almighty God. The Scriptures are all about Jesus, as Jesus himself said: ‘you search the Scriptures for in them you think you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of me’ (John 5:39). Jesus was astonished at the Jews for not understanding who he was and what God had sent him into this world to accomplish. In the end Jesus wept over Jerusalem saying, ‘if you had known, even you, especially in this your day, the things that make for your peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes’ (19:42). 

Jesus lived in Israel in turbulent days. The Jews were being oppressed by the Romans. But they did not listen to God’s word or to God’s Son. Their focus was on the Romans and political freedom. Many people today are more focussed on political leaders than on Jesus. Are you one of them? Even as Jesus spoke they did not discern the terrible destruction that was coming. In just forty years the temple would be razed to the ground. They would not turn from animal sacrifices to the great sacrifice of God’s only begotten Son, the only sacrifice by which sins can be forgiven. God intervened to stop temple sacrifices for all time. ‘Because you did not know the time of your visitation’ said Jesus (19:44).

Millions today do not discern the times in which we live. Are you one of them? Some think everything is just going around in circles. We live and die, and then another generation comes to live and die, and so on. They think we just rot in the ground when we die. Did you hear the fellow saying we should be buried in shallow graves so the worms can turn our bodies into compost faster? The value of human life is being reduced to that of compost. From the teaching of evolution, some think we are evolving into ‘super humans’ who will one day control the world, and our own mortality. We do not hear this theory as much as we used to, although it is still the basis of modern doomsday philosophers; what with terrible heat waves and rising sea levels. As humans evolve into more intelligent beings we are supposed to live in harmony with each other and with nature, but this is not happening. We should remember what Jesus said just before talking about signs: not peace but division is what he brings to the earth (12:51). 

So what can we discern of the days in which we live? Firstly, we live in the last days, the days between Jesus' death, resurrection and ascension, and his return from heaven in judgment. When will he return? We do not know. No one knows except God himself. But he will come. What are we to notice about our day? ‘You will hear of wars and rumours of wars… but the end is not yet’ said Jesus (Mat 24:6). During WW1 and WW2 people asked if this was the end. Wars and famines and earthquakes will continue in various places as reminders of the power of God- not climate change! Peace and prosperity should be reminders of God’s goodness- but the Bible gives no indication that peace and prosperity will increase- even in Europe! We should see God’s hand in the downfall of Communism and the rise of Islam. Would Islam have gained such a foothold in Europe if the church had maintained true doctrine and been faithful in witness? 

There it is in the words of Jesus – ‘many false prophets will rise up and deceive many!’ (Mat 24:11). We are living in a day of false prophets and great deception, are we not? We see a potential US president whose beliefs come from the book of Mormon. We see an incumbent president whose beliefs come from humanism- the Holy Bible certainly does not endorse homosexual marriage! We also note the words of Jesus in Matthew 24:14. ‘The gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the entire world as a witness to all nations, and then the end will come’. I recently gave a talk on the history of the church in India, particularly the Reformed faith. The nineteenth century stands out in this history as the century of missions. Hundreds and thousands of missionaries went all over the world with the gospel. 

Is the work completed yet? No. There are still thousands of missionaries going out to reach people groups with the gospel. At a missions conference the other day I heard workers from Yemen, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, China, Indonesia, Nepal and India. At the same time we see the gospel being lost in parts of our own society so that missionaries are needed here. Are you discerning the times?  Are you focussed on the kingdom of God, on the growth of this heavenly kingdom and the return of King Jesus?

2. Reconciliation with God     

‘And why do you not judge for yourselves what is right’ (12:57). Jesus continues speaking to the crowd. He had rebuked them for not discerning the times and for not understanding what God was doing in the world in their day. The Son of God was standing before them as the promised Messiah. God was fulfilling promises made to Abraham. We have seen how blind the Jews were to this revelation. They failed to understand what Jesus was talking about back in verse 50. Jesus was going to the cross. He was going to die but would rise again on the third day (9:21). They were seeing and hearing things their fathers longed to see and hear (10:24). But was this wonderful revelation touching their hearts and lives?  Were they making the right decisions? 

We all have to make decisions in life- as much as we might try to avoid doing so. We put off making decisions to the last minute- and sometimes we leave it too late. I kept meaning to return an item to the electronic store but kept putting it off. I went there last week and found the store closing down. So I am stuck with this gadget. Jesus spoke of a more important decision a person had to make. A man’s adversary was taking him to court. Good lawyers try to get their clients to settle out of court because if they lose the case they will lose a lot of money and may end up in prison. But some are stubborn and do not listen to this advice. They do not judge what is right. In describing this case Jesus was alluding to an even more important decision that we all have to make in life. He was talking about being reconciled to God who, because of our sin, is our enemy. It is of the utmost urgency that we be reconciled with God before we get dragged to the judge on judgment day. ‘I tell you, you will not depart from there till you have paid the very last penny’ said Jesus (12:59).  

We are living in the last days. Judgment Day can come at any time- or you can die at any time. It is only while you have breath that you can make peace with God. You must ask for forgiveness and believe in Jesus Christ. Beware of leaving this decision till it is too late. ‘Unless you repent you will all likewise perish’ (13:3). Morris writes of this parable, ‘they should spare no effort accordingly to get right with God. When he finally condemns a man the penalty will be inflicted to the uttermost’. Ryle writes, ‘this is a vivid picture of the care which men ought to take in the great matter of reconciliation with God’. The apostle Paul writes, ‘we implore you on Christ’s behalf, be reconciled to God’ (2Cor 5:20). Are you reconciled to God? 

Repent or perish                                                                      Luke 13:1-5

When I offered a Bible to a friend he firmly rejected it. He would not take this book of life. Why? He was bitter, still bitter with God many years after the ‘untimely’ death of his son - ‘untimely’ from man’s perspective that is. People have the idea that we deserve a long, healthy and happy life. Death is the curse that came upon the human race because of Adams’ disobedience. Death is the penalty for sin. Whatever life we have, indeed every day that we live, is the gift of God. We deserve to die. The life we have is because of God’s common grace and his patience with us. ‘The Lord is longsuffering towards us, not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance’ (2Peter 3:9). 

Whenever there is a disaster in which lots of people are killed, the cry goes out, ‘How can God let this happen’? The philosophers step forward saying, ’How can a loving, all powerful God let this happen. Either he is all powerful and not loving, or loving but not all powerful’. The man in the street may simply reflect saying, ’Glad I was not there’. Some may have escaped by the skin of their teeth. Few reflect on their own mortality, and even fewer do anything about this. Christian teachers offer explanations for such disasters. Some write books, such as those about September 11 and the destruction of the world trade centre in New York City. Most refer to this passage in the Bible where we find Jesus being questioned about deadly disasters coming upon so-called innocent people, either in human violence, accidents or natural disasters.  
1. Report

We continue our studies in Luke’s gospel. Jesus is teaching the crowd, as well as his disciples. Sometimes a person in the crowd would ask him a question or make a request (12:13). Jesus was a teacher like no other. He taught with authority. Even the religious teachers could not trick him in his words. On this occasion some people from the crowd told Jesus about a tragic incident in the temple. It was probably recent; it may have been in the headlines that day. The incident is not otherwise known in history but is not out of character from what we know about Pilate. This Roman governor was known for his brutal suppression of the Jews. Some Galileans were offering sacrifices in the temple when Pilate set up them and killed them. In effect their blood was mixed with that of their sacrifices (13:1). Faithful worshippers were cut down in the house of God by this brutal ruler.  

In 1993 gunmen entered a church in South Africa and killed 11 people. Just last year gunmen entered a church in Kenya killing a number of people including a young woman about to be married. In 1999 an Australian man who was helping the poor in India was burned alive in his car, along with his two sons, by a violent mob. Why does God allow such things to happen to good people? We might conclude that these killings were the result of man’s violence and that God was not blame. But Jesus did not draw this conclusion. 

Jesus added to this report with another account of ‘innocent’ people being killed, this time in an accident rather than a violent incident. Eighteen people were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them (13:4). Again history gives us no further details. Siloam was the name of a pool near the southern wall of Jerusalem. A tower, which may have been part of this wall, collapsed, killing 18 people. What would Jesus say about this tragic incident in the temple that was reported to him, and the accident at Siloam that he himself recalled?
2. Response 

The response that Jesus expected from the crowd was to say that these people who were killed must have been worse sinners than them. ‘Do you suppose that these Galileans were worse sinners than all other Galileans?’ he asked (13:2). Such thinking was common at the time. When Jesus came across a man born blind his disciples asked, ‘Who sinned, this man or his parents?’ (John 9:2). Suffering or an ‘untimely’ death was seen as a direct result of sin. This was the thinking of Job’s friends as they urged him to repent of the sin for which he was being punished. Eliphaz said, ‘Who ever perished being innocent, or where were the upright ever cut off?’ (Job 4:7). Job strenuously rejected their conclusion. 

Jesus did not agree with the assumptions being made by the crowd about the murdered Galileans; namely that they were worse sinners than all other Galileans. Such thinking was not confined to the Jews. Pagans had much the same philosophy. When the apostle Paul was shipwrecked and washed up on Malta the locals said he must be innocent because he escaped the sea (Acts 28:4). Then he was bitten by a snake and they said No, he was a murderer. But he did not die from the snake bite so they said he must be innocent- they said he was a god.

A commentary from the 1970’s remarks, ‘The teaching of Jesus is in harmony with the conclusions of modern thought, but it conflicted acutely with the convictions of the ancient world’. But is modern thought, now in 2013, actually in harmony with the teaching of Jesus?  We have seen many pagan ideas entering our society and affecting our thinking. Superstition is on the increase. We have seen churches adopt ‘modernity’ teachings. Think of a church that teaches the ‘prosperity gospel’. If God’s blessing is seen in terms of worldly wealth and health, what is said when we are not wealthy and healthy? What is said when suffering or disaster comes? They say that we must have sinned or that we need to have more faith. Many Christians are told to expect God’s blessing in the form of material things, or a comfortable, trouble free life. They are not told that suffering lies ahead, even persecution and an ‘untimely’ death. Let us not forget what we learn from Romans chapter 8 about suffering like Christ, and with Him. Remember that nothing, not even death can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
It is right to sympathise and help people in the midst of their suffering. Jesus did this, but this was not the point of this report. The focus was on ‘why?’ To think that they were killed because they were greater sinners was not right. To think that somehow we who escape the disaster are better people is not right. Nor is it right to start blaming God. We should reflect on disasters from God’s perspective and consider where we stand before almighty God. 

For a start, God does not see those who suffer and die in disasters as innocent people. God does not see them as dying an untimely death. He sees us all as sinners, which is what we are as we stand before him. We are those who have rebelled against our creator, breaking his commands and worshipping other gods. We are all born in sin and commit sin and are therefore under the wrath of God (Rom 1:18). As Boice says, “We should be asking God why hasn’t this happened to me, rather than saying ‘God, how could you let this happen to them?’ We should be asking, ‘why am I still living, sinner that I am? Why am I not in hell this very minute’? Our problem is that we have forgotten how sinful we are before God”. A disaster we see or hear of, or some personal suffering, should serve to wake us from our slumber and call upon God for mercy. 
3. Repent

‘I tell you, no’ (13:3,5). Jesus disagrees with their assumption that the Galileans who were killed, and the people killed in the disaster at Siloam, were worse sinners that anyone else. With divine authority he answers, no. But he does not leave it there. He makes a positive statement, repeated in verse 3 and 5, which is a call to repent. ‘Unless you repent you likewise will perish’ (13:3,5). 

Questions give way to action. If the Son of God does not reveal the sovereign plans and purposes that belong to the heavenly council, we should not expect our questions to be answered any differently; although we do have a revelation given in the book of Job. That revelation accords with what Jesus said in his ‘No’. The appropriate response, according to Jesus, is to reflect on such disasters and repent lest you likewise perish. Do not say they were sinners who deserved to die. Say, ‘I am a sinner and I deserve to die’. Do not, ‘Phew, that was close’ or causally pass over such disasters with words like, ‘My number has not come up yet’.  Your number will come up sooner or later. Death is just around the corner. This you know. The question is, what is around the corner after death?

Jesus used the word ‘perish’ which is not the same word as ‘death’. Perish means destroy in an active sense. We know this word from John 3:16: ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whoever believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life’.  Belief is an action; so is perish. It is destruction at the hand of God because of sin. Note that Jesus did not say the Galileans who perished were not sinners or were innocent. He said not to think that they were worse or greater sinners. So Jesus reminds all his hearers that they will likewise perish, unless, unless they repent.  

John the Baptist came preaching repentance; active, wholehearted repentance. He baptised people as a sign of repentance. Jesus came preaching repentance: ‘repent and believe the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). Peter preached repentance at Pentecost and afterwards: ‘repent therefore and be converted that your sins may be blotted out’ (Acts 2:38, 3:19). J.C. Ryle writes of repentance, ‘Without it there is no forgiveness of sins. There never was a pardoned man who was not also penitent. There never was one washed in the blood of Christ who did not feel, and mourn, and confess, and hate his own sin’. He quotes another preacher as saying. ‘Some people do not like to hear much of repentance. But I think it is so necessary that if I should die in the pulpit I should like to die preaching repentance; and if I should die out of the pulpit I should like to die practising it’. ‘Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sin’ (Heb 9:22). And without repentance there is no forgiveness of sin either. ‘But if we confess our sin, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sin and cleanse us from all unrighteousness’ (1John 1:9). 

When will you die? When will some disaster hit you like the people in the South African church, or like the workers in the world trade centre? You do not know. But you do know that you may be struck down at any time- even if you live in the safest house, in the safest street, in the safest city, and the safest country in the world. Do not be naive. Do not be unbelieving. Now is the day of salvation- tomorrow may be too late, too late for ever and ever. You have heard what Jesus said about accidents and incidents in Jerusalem.  You keep hearing about accidents and incidents in the world today. You keep going to funerals. You will not escape death, but you will escape destruction; you will escape the second death if you repent of your sin and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. This you must do before you die. Repent without delay. Repent today.  

Bear fruit worthy of repentance


                       Luke 13:6-9

Not so far from my place is a park, and in the park is an artificial lake. In the lake are lots of dead trees. When the land was flooded the trees died. Looking out across the lake these barren, indeed dead trees, are like monuments marking the place of the dead. Sadly some churches look a bit like this. They look like a field of barren trees. This lake is now dry and the workers are in chopping down the trees ready for burning in the fire. 

Speaking to a crowd of followers Jesus said, ‘Unless you repent you will likewise perish’. They had heard about worshippers being cut down by Pilate, and about people killed by the falling tower of Siloam. They thought these people must have been terrible sinners being punished by God. Jesus said such thinking was wrong. In fact, hearing of such disasters should make them consider their own life and impending death. Sooner or later we will die- and after death comes the judgment. Confess your sins to God and he will forgive you. Believe in Jesus who died on the cross bearing your sin and you will not perish but have everlasting life. Without repentance there is no forgiveness. But what does repentance mean? What does repentance look like?

1. Barren fig tree

Jesus continues speaking to the crowd, telling them a story or parable about a fig tree. This fig tree was planted in a vineyard, a common practice in the land at the time. Fig trees, like other fruit trees, grow for a few years before bearing fruit. But this tree was well overdue to produce fruit. The owner had come for three years in a row and found no fruit. What was he to do? This tree was a disappointment. It was not doing what he established it to do- to bear fruit. Moreover, it was occupying valuable space on his farm. The owner said, ‘Cut it down; why should it use up the ground?’(13:7). However, the man looking after the vineyard was merciful and asked for the tree to be given another year to produce fruit. He told the owner he would dig around the tree and throw on some fertiliser. He would do everything he could to get the tree in good shape. But the time was limited- just one more year, one more opportunity to produce fruit. If it remained without fruit it would be chopped down and thrown into the fire. 

2. Bearing fruit

Repentance means to turn around or change directions. It does not mean to veer in a slightly different direction. It means a complete change of mind, a change for the better. In the Bible it almost always refers to repentance from sin, a turning of the heart away from sin. And a changed heart will mean a changed life. 
When John the Baptist preached repentance he did do saying, ‘Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance’ (Luke 3:8). If there was no fruit, John warned, the axe was ready to chop the tree down. Jesus gives the same warning in this parable. The tree which does not bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire (3:9). The people listening to John understood what he meant. As they repented of their sin they asked what they must do. A change of heart leads to a change of behaviour. John knew about hypocrisy.  He knew some would repent outwardly but not in their hearts. They would go on living as they were before they repented. But true repentance leads to the question ’What shall we then do?’

Tax collectors were notorious for cheating. John told them not to collect any more tax than what was authorised- in other words to be honest. Soldiers and police were notorious for bullying and taking bribes. They complained of low wages, and the need to supplement their income. John told them to stop bullying people and be content within their wage. He told the rich to share with those in need.  

True repentance, a true change of heart, will be seen in changed attitudes and changed behaviour. It will be seen in honesty and integrity, love and kindness, and in gentleness and contentment. The apostle Paul lists other fruits of the Spirit in his letter to the Galatians, fruits like peace, patience, faithfulness and self- control (Gal 5:22). We could go on. Notice these are not simply a list of ‘do nots’ or negatives. Shutting yourself away from the world is not bearing fruit. 

In summary, we could say that a change of heart leads to love towards God and love for one another. When we repent we understand what God has done in Christ to forgive us our sin. Being made a new creation in Him we desire and determine to live in the way that pleases God. 

We have run ahead a little but not run off the track!  We should consider those to whom Jesus spoke this parable- or rather, those he was speaking about. The prophets often spoke of Israel as a vine and sometimes as a fig tree (Nahum 3:12). The primary target of this parable was the Jewish nation, a people chosen and established by God. He made a covenant with them and gave them his holy law. He planted them in the land to bear fruit to the glory of God. Did they bear fruit? No! They failed to keep the covenant commands. The only turning they did was towards other gods. Israel became like a barren tree in the world when they should have been like a tree of life. Yet God was patient with them. He promised to send the Messiah, the anointed of God, who would deliver them from sin. For three years the Messiah lived among them speaking the words of God. He would give his life for the forgiveness of sin. He would, as it were, water and fertilise the tree that God had planted. But when Jesus came to his own they did not receive him.

When the Jewish leaders came to John he said, ‘Brood of vipers, who warned you to flee the wrath to come?’ (3:7). They did not come to listen and learn, but to criticise and condemn- like some who come to church these days. They did not look to their own heart and truly repent. When they came to Jesus it was the same. He preached repentance but they were too proud of their heritage to repent. ‘Abraham is our father’ they said. ‘Who are you?’ they said to the Son of God. They were blind to their own sin. Without repentance they were in no state to produce fruit to the glory of God. 

Despite all the attention they received from God; all the advantages they had - as listed by Paul in Romans 9:4-5, they were still unfruitful, barren trees in the vineyard of God. Even after Jesus rose from the dead they continued in unbelief. The apostles called them to repent and believe in Jesus Christ but they would not listen. First John, then Jesus and then the apostles- maybe these are the three years in the parable. When the Holy Spirit was poured out at Pentecost only a few leading Jews repented and received the gift of the Holy Spirit. The bulk of the nation stood against the gospel. As indicated in the parable, time eventually ran out. God’s judgment came upon the nation in AD 70 when the nation was cut down, root and branch, never to regrow. J.C. Ryle writes; ‘if ever there was a fig tree which was long spared and patiently dogged about, and had every means used to make it fruitful, that tree was the Jewish church’.   

3. But have mercy

Was the decision to cut down the barren fig tree unreasonable? Hardly! For three years the owner came looking for fruit but found none. Older commentators speculated as to what the three in the three years meant. But this is a parable and there is no indication in the text as to why three, apart from it being a considerable time. With the extra year granted at the request of the keeper, it was a very considerable time. Still it is interesting that the ministry of Jesus among the Jews continued for about three years. 

Three years, and then the extra one, points to the mercy of God. God was longsuffering towards the Jews. He declared this to Moses; ’The Lord God is merciful and gracious and longsuffering’ (Exod 34:6). He is longsuffering towards us (2Peter 3:9). Let no one say that God did not give them enough time to repent and believe in Jesus. You have heard. Do you believe? Are you bearing fruit? Matthew Henry writes, ‘Though God tolerates long, he will not tolerate always’. He also wrote ‘Had it not been for Christ’s intercession the whole world would have been cut down’. Remember the context of this parable; remember the incident in the temple and the accident at Siloam. Do not assume that you have plenty of time to repent. 

The tree was planted to produce fruit- not just a show of leaves or even flowers. He expected fruit that he could show, share or sell. Some farmers put their fruit in the annual show to get a ribbon and the accompanying glory. I remember getting a prize in the local show with a bunch of spinach. 
Jesus wanted the crowd to understand the mercy of God towards them, but that the day of mercy was coming to an end. He was affirming what John said, that even now the axe is at the root of the tree. God the righteous judge will remove unfruitful trees and establish another. Even before AD 70 and the destruction of the temple, God was bringing the Gentiles into his kingdom. Think of the ministry of the apostle Paul. He always went to the Jews first to preach Christ crucified. Some believed and joined him in his fruit-bearing ministry. But many rejected the gospel, so he left them for the day of destruction. Paul saw Gentiles coming to be planted in the vineyard of the Lord. The Lord would have a fruitful vineyard of Jewish and Gentile believers.

The vineyard of the Lord remains. You who repent and believe in Jesus belong to this vineyard, and will remain if you bear fruit, fruit in keeping with repentance. Do not be like those who want all the privileges and comforts of the Christian life, and of belonging to a church, but fall short when it comes to bearing fruit. We enjoy a great privilege, but with privilege comes responsibility. 

Is the church today a fruit bearing orchard or a forest of barren trees? Does the church look like an orchard covered in fruit or like the dead trees occupying the lake? The dead trees are like memorials of the past; they do nothing for people today, people who are hungry for the truth. J.C. Ryle writes of churches, ’If their ministers do not teach sound doctrine and their members do not live holy lives, they are in imminent peril of destruction’. The church may be doing everything right, according to its own rule book, but still be devoid of the fruit that God is looking for. What does the Lord require of you, asks the prophet Micah; ‘But to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God’ (Micah 6:8). 

Healing of bent woman

                                       Luke 13:10-17

A short time ago, when I was preaching about training children, I reluctantly compared this training to the training of a dog. I should not have been so concerned because here we see Jesus comparing a crippled woman with an ox or a donkey! His point, as we will see, is that the legalistic Jews, according to their interpretation of the law, showed more concern for their animals than they did for a crippled woman who came to worship God. 

We are not told just where this synagogue was, but Jesus had already confronted the Pharisees in a synagogue about Sabbath rules (Luke 6). He told them that the Son of Man was Lord of the Sabbath, and that the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath (Mark 2:27). So this was not the first time that Jesus was teaching in a synagogue- but it was the last. Whenever Jesus was in the synagogue the religious leaders listened and watched him closely, not to learn from him but to find fault. But Jesus was not intimidated. They probably stopped inviting Jesus to speak after this. The ruler of the synagogue was in charge of the worship service.

1.Woman bound
One Sabbath day Jesus was teaching in a synagogue. He was probably still in Galilee or Perea- although soon to be on his way to Jerusalem (13:22). In the congregation was a woman who was crippled with something like spondylitis. She was ‘bent over’ because of a problem in her spine. She had been like this for eighteen years. Imagine the difficulties she faced each day because she could not straighten her back. Even getting dressed was probably difficult. Yet despite these difficulties she was in the assembly of God’s people on the Sabbath day. This severe physical disability did not keep this woman from attending public worship. The indication is that she was there regularly; they had been seeing her for eighteen years. And what a good thing it was that she was there on this particular day. What a great blessing she received from the Lord.

Is there something we can learn from this woman? How committed are you to being in the Lord’s house worshipping him on his day? What if you were a cripple who struggled to get about, would you consider this a good excuse not to come to church? What if you were just tired after a busy week at work and needed to recover? What if you were feeling a bit sick so stayed at home so as to be ready for work the next day? What if you had ‘important things’ to attend on the Lord’s Day and could not make it to church? What does the story of this bent over woman say to you today? And do not forget the blessing that she received while worshipping the Lord. Whenever you choose to absent yourself from worship on the Lord’s Day you are in danger of missing out on the Lord’s blessing. Those who are here worshipping regularly will testify to the blessings they receive; blessings you will not get from watching TV or being at a football game.

This crippled woman is not named but Jesus does call her a ‘daughter of Abraham’ (13:16). What did he mean by this? Being in the synagogue she was obviously a Jewess. Devout Jews would call themselves children of Abraham (John 8:39). But this was Jesus speaking about this woman. He must have been referring to her faith, Abraham being known as the man of faith and father of the faithful. Campbell Morgan writes, ‘He (Jesus) was using the term in its full spiritual significance as revealing her faith in God’. 

Luke describes this woman has having a ‘spirit of infirmity’, a physical weakness or disability. She was bent over and not able to straighten up at all (13:11). Jesus later refers to her as one ‘whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years’ (13:16 NIV). They attributed her ailment to an evil spirit or Satan. In what way was her ailment related to Satan? Not all sickness is spoken of in this way. When Jesus healed the man with the withered hand on the Sabbath he told the man to stretch out his hand, and it was immediately healed (6:10). There was no mention of an evil spirit. Sickness came into this world with the entrance of sin; yet we have just learnt from Jesus that it is not just terrible sinners who are afflicted by disasters (13:1-5). Nor is it only terrible sinners who go blind or get sick (cf. John 9). In fact, we are all sinners and are all vulnerable to disasters and sickness. 

We learn from the book of Job that Satan may be behind disasters and sickness. God allowed Satan to afflict Job’s body with painful sores (Job 2:7). Jesus did not see all those he healed as under direct satanic attack, but he did see this woman as being bound by Satan for eighteen long years- and he felt compassion for her. He probably felt a spiritual indignation also.

Some speak of this woman as being possessed by an evil spirit. In a sense this is true, although demon possession is usually characterised by abnormal behaviour, such as crying out with words from the possessing demon, or acting violently. Jesus did not heal or cure such possessed people by touching them; but this is what he did with this woman (13:13). The NIV study Bible says, ‘A demon could cause mental disorder (John 10:20), violent action (Luke 8:26f), bodily disease (as with this woman), and rebellion against God (Rev 16:14)’. 

2.Woman loosed
Noticing this suffering woman in the synagogue, Jesus called her to come to him. We usually read of people themselves coming or being brought by friends, and asking Jesus to heal them. But in this case, as with the widow of Nain, Jesus saw the woman and had compassion on her. As the Son of God he saw her faith. The woman did, of course, come to Jesus when he called. Jesus said to the woman, ‘You are loosed from your infirmity’ (13:12). It was as if he was setting a prisoner free, or freeing someone from the burden of debt. Jesus did not say she was healed but that she was loosed because she had been bound by Satan for eighteen years (13:16). When Jesus laid hands on the woman, she immediately straightened up and glorified God (13:13). This was no half-way healing, no, ‘I feel a bit better but not completely’, that faith healers get excited about. When Jesus healed it was immediate and complete. 

The woman was filled with joy and thanksgiving at being able to stand up straight after eighteen years of being bent over. The people around her joined in this rejoicing (13:17). They all gave glory to God, recognising that only by the power of God could such a thing happen. Jesus did not stop them or say they should be praising him. It was as the Son of God that he ‘loosed her’. This was a work which revealed his divine power, divine authority, and divine identity. 

3. Wickedness revealed
Not all in the synagogue were joining this woman in glorifying God. The ruler of the synagogue was indignant (13:14). He was upset that Jesus had healed this woman in his synagogue- and that on the Sabbath day. He was the ruler of the place and Jesus had broken the rules. But he did not speak quietly to Jesus about this. In our study in the book of Acts  we saw how Aquila and Priscilla took Apollos aside and explained to him the way of God more accurately’ (Acts 18:26). If this ruler had thought Jesus needed further instruction he could have done the same. But no! Not only were his rules broken but Jesus had stolen the limelight. He was more concerned about his position and authority than he was about the way of God. He did not speak to Jesus directly but spoke to the whole crowd of worshippers about what Jesus had done, telling them not to come for healing on the Sabbath. Miserable man that he was, he criticised this poor woman in front of the assembly, accusing her of coming specifically to be healed on the Sabbath. She came to worship God. It was Jesus who saw her need and healed her. Hypocrite that he was, he attacked the woman rather than Jesus. Jesus called him a hypocrite (13:15).

His outburst was a covert attack on Jesus. Hypocrite that he was, he was making himself out to be more religious than Jesus. We read of this sort of thing in Isaiah; the religious leaders of his day made themselves out to be more holy because of their law-keeping and ritualism (Isa 65:5). This synagogue ruler demonstrated a complete lack of concern for the wellbeing of the poor woman- ‘this daughter of Abraham’- who had come to his synagogue. He showed concern only for the letter of the law, not the spirit of the law.

Jesus exposed his hypocrisy and failure to understand the law of God, of which he claimed to be an expert. The word ‘hypocrite’ is in the plural so Jesus was including any who agreed with the ruler. Their law did not allow Jews to carry water to the animal, but did permit them to untie their animals and take them to water on the Sabbath day. They would not let their animals suffer because of Sabbath rules. Why then should this fellow human being suffer any longer because of their Sabbath rules? In his effort to keep the law, this man had become victim to the law. He was condemned by his own misunderstanding and manipulation of the law. 
On a previous occasion of healing on the Sabbath Jesus asked the scribes and Pharisees, ‘is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do evil, to save life or destroy it’ (6:9). The same words apply in this case. Jesus was doing good. He was setting a woman free from physical and spiritual bondage. The woman, along with most of the crowd, was glorifying God. Yet this ruler and other opponents of Jesus were complaining. They were humiliated and put to shame by the crowd rejoicing in the glorious things done by God (13:17). 

Finally, we must understand that Jesus was not cancelling the command to keep the Sabbath day holy. He did not come to destroy the law but to fulfil it. He is Lord of the Sabbath. The Sabbath command is about working for profit, about making servants and animals work on the Sabbath rest day. The Jews in their legalism wanted to define work in minute detail. They ended up outlawing works of necessity and mercy – with regard to man that is, not animals! Let us be careful not to give way to legalism in our understanding of God’s command to keep the Sabbath day holy. Let us not give way to the world either, and throw out this command altogether. 

The Sabbath is given by God. It is holy and good. The command is well explained in our confession and catechism where we read, in part, that this one day in seven is the Lord’s day and not a day for work, ‘except so much as is taken up in the works of necessity and mercy’ (Shorter Catechism Q60). What Jesus did was just this, and it was, as he said, a must (13:16). Let us be like this woman and the crowd, who rejoiced and glorified God for all the wonderful things that he has done for us through Jesus Christ our Lord, and continues to do through the Holy Spirit.     
Kingdom parables                                                              Luke 13:18-21


‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel’. Jesus began his ministry with these words, according to Mark (Mark 1:15). Jesus preached the gospel of the kingdom of God. What did he mean by this term ‘Kingdom of God’? Jesus taught his disciples to pray, ‘Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven’. What do we understand when we pray this prayer?

The kingdom of God, or as Matthew refers to it, ‘the kingdom of heaven’, is a prominent and important theme in the Bible, particularly in the preaching of Jesus. Jesus not only spoke directly about the kingdom of God but used many parables to describe this kingdom. We are looking at two of these here in Luke’s gospel today. These same parables are found, along with many others, in Matthew’s gospel. 

A kingdom in this world refers to a geographical region over which a person rules. A kingdom has a king (or queen) who rules over the people of this realm. The kingdom of God is similarly ruled over by a king- God is the king of this kingdom. But we do not think of this kingdom in geographical terms. God’s rule is not over one local area- in a sense it is over all the world. God’s kingdom is actually a spiritual kingdom, a kingdom that is not of this world. 

Jesus told Pilate that he was a king but that his kingdom was not of this world (John 18:36). Pilate, like many people today, struggled to understand what Jesus was saying. We see other religions trying to establish religious rule in this world, sometimes by violent means. This shows that they are focused on this world. The kingdom of God or of Christ is not of this world. Yet it is a kingdom in which God rules. So what sort of kingdom is the kingdom of God?

Jesus said, ‘the kingdom of God is within you’ (Luke 17:21). It is as we said a spiritual kingdom. It is a kingdom in which God rules in the hearts of his people. The depth and the extent of that rule are matters which Jesus dealt with in his parables- along with the invisible or mysterious nature of this kingdom (John 3:3). He also dealt with the matter of entering this kingdom- but not of exiting it.

As mentioned, these two short parables occur in Matthew’s gospel in the context of other kingdom parables. Luke includes them here after the healing of the crippled woman on the Sabbath. Jesus may well have spoken such pithy parables more than once. Here in Luke they point to growth of the kingdom in spite of opposition. They point to growth from unexpected quarters; growth through crippled old ladies.

1. Mustard seed

Jesus taught using parables. Parables were based on scenes familiar to his hearers. Israel was a land of farmers. They kept sheep and goats. They established vineyards and fig trees, and they planted crops like wheat, barley and mustard. Mustard seed was used as a spice and to extract oil. The mustard seed was the smallest the farmer had to deal with (Mat 13:32). It is similar to others seeds of the Brassica or cabbage family. The small mustard seed first grows into a rosette but then the seed head shoots out and grows to a great height. I have been in a mustard crop over my head. Some types grow to over 3m. From such a small beginning comes this tall, branching plant. Jesus said even birds may come and nest in its branches (13:19). 

What particular aspects of the kingdom of God was Jesus illustrating with this picture of the mustard seed? Some say he was picturing the slow, gradual growth of the kingdom. They see it as people being slowly but surely added to the kingdom. While this may be true, Jesus actually uses this parable to point out how, from small beginnings, the kingdom of God will become a huge kingdom. Sometimes people will come in a trickle, while at other times, like on the day of Pentecost, they will come in a flood.

Crowds of people from all nations will be gathered into this kingdom. The picture of birds nesting in the branches would have reminded Jesus’ hearers of how the prophets spoke of kingdoms. The birds were like nations that come to find food and shelter in this tree (Ezek 31:6). Nebuchadnezzar dreamed of a huge tree giving shelter to birds and animals, and of this tree being chopped down. Daniel told him this was a picture of his kingdom. 

The kingdom of God is a place of peace and joy for those who are gathered in. Later in this chapter Jesus uses the picture of a hen gathering her chicks to describe how he felt towards the people of God in Jerusalem (13:34). In the kingdom of God the king will surely give shelter to his people- spiritual shelter in a spiritual kingdom. Do we not pray, ’deliver us from evil, for yours is the kingdom, the power and the glory’? The Lord’s Prayer is a kingdom prayer. 

Look at how the church grew from just a dozen disciples and a few followers- probably no more than a thousand. On the day of Pentecost some three thousand were added, and soon after there were more than five thousand. What is remarkable is that these were ordinary folk, they were just fishermen, a feature noted by the leaders of the Jews (Acts 4; 13). Insignificant people in the eyes of the world were being gathered into the kingdom of God.

It has been interesting to see politicians trying to get the votes of insignificant people in our society. But after the election what happens? It will be people with power and money who take centre stage. Ordinary people will be pushed to the back seat and forgotten. In the kingdom of God the last will be first and the first will be last, according to Jesus (13:30).

From a small beginning the kingdom of God will grow and grow to become a kingdom made up of people from all nations, tribes and tongues. It will extend across then whole world. We marvel at the growth of the church from the day of Pentecost. We are also encouraged even though we are but a few gathered here to worship God. We do not despise the day of small things. We press on, knowing that God in his grace and power will cause his church to grow into something wonderful and glorious. 

In speaking of the church we understand that it is the invisible church that represents the kingdom of God, not the visible church. It is a spiritual body or kingdom, the assembly of the elect of God. In the following passage Jesus speaks of some who associated with him but whom he never knew. Not all in the church are known by Jesus. ‘Therefore brothers, be even more diligent to make your call and election sure’ writes the apostle Peter (2Peter 1:10). Remember when Jesus said at the beginning that ‘the kingdom of God is at hand’, he also said, ‘repent and believe in the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). 

2. Leaven

‘Again He said, ’to what shall I liken the kingdom of God?’’ (13:20). This parable might be the shortest of all the master's parables but it not without a powerful lesson. Leaven or yeast is often a picture of evil in the Bible, but this is not the case here. Jesus pictures the working of yeast in a batch of dough as illustrating aspects of the kingdom of God. Again it includes the picture of something small growing and having a huge impact. Three measures, or over 20 litres, is a large amount of meal or flour (13:21). But there are two other aspects to this parable.

Firstly, this yeast works in a hidden way. It works from the inside out.  We might think of ‘the progress of the gospel in the heart of the believer’, as Ryle says. A very small thing like a verse of Scripture, a word in a sermon, or an act of kindness, can begin the change of heart that occurs in the believer. Of course, it is by the power of the Holy Spirit that the heart is changed, but then there is the growth, the process of sanctification. It is amazing what a sanctified soul can produce in the kingdom of God.

As the yeast of the word and the Spirit permeate and influence every aspect of the believer’s life and being, they will overflow with love, love for God and love for other people. The kingdom of God is characterised by love. With more and more people allowing their lives to come under the rule of God’s grace, we see the kingdom of God grow in extent and depth- as we indicated at the beginning.  

The kingdom is about the rule of God. Those who want to keep on ruling their own lives, those who want to keep on doing what they want to do on the Lord’s Day and every other day, can hardly claim to be in the kingdom of God. They can hardly be praying, ‘your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven’. You are the object of this prayer. God’s will will be done through you as you humbly give yourself totally and completely to him. How far has the yeast or leaven of God worked in your life?

The second thing to note is that this yeast is put into the flour from outside. It is not a natural part of the flour. The flour, as it were, gives itself to be worked on by the yeast- and in so doing becomes the delight that we know as bread! In the same way we cannot change our own hearts no matter how hard we try. We humble ourselves before God and he will lift us up. The kingdom of God does not grow by our effort but by our obedience to God. We remember what the prophets said about being clay in the hands of God the potter. 

By his Spirit God makes us alive, and by the Spirit and the word he directs us how we should live. J C Ryle writes, ‘the true work of the Holy Spirit will never stand still: it will leaven the whole lump’. We should live as obedient and faithful subjects of the king, the King of kings, the king of the only everlasting kingdom, the kingdom of God. This is how the kingdom of God will grow.  

When the door is shut





Luke 13:22-30

 ‘Lord, are only a few going to be saved?’ Jesus was moving through towns and villages as he made his way to Jerusalem when this question was put to him. Who was it that asked this question? Was it a young person? Young people are always asking questions. It may have been an older person, still asking the same question as they did in their youth. I once met an older man still putting together the pieces of the puzzle that was life, as he said. I thought he needs to get it together soon or it will be too late. 

We are not told who it was that asked this question, but Jesus saw it was a question on the mind of other people also. He used the question as a platform to speak to the whole crowd- ‘and he said to them’ (13:23). Jesus did not give a mathematical answer to the question. He did not answer it directly but rather directed the mind and heart of the questioner and all listening to a more important matter- the matter of their own salvation. Jesus did much the same thing earlier in this chapter with the implied question about the Galileans who were killed by Pilate. Were those killed in this disaster worse sinners? He gave the answer ‘no’, but went on to speak to the heart of those listening- ‘Unless you repent you likewise will perish’. I wonder if people became a little wary of asking Jesus questions. They certainly got the spotlight shone on their hearts when they did. 

Since Jesus did not answer it would be unwise for us to look for an answer, except to make it clear that not all will be saved. Moreover, as we will see later, if the questioner was a Jew he may have thought that all Jews would be saved, ‘except for a few blatant sinners who excluded themselves’. Maybe he was confused by the idea that Gentiles might be saved. Jesus contributed to this idea in his first sermon in Nazareth with reference to the widow of Zarephath and even to Naaman the Syrian. Jesus was not interested in academic debate for its own sake. He had more important concerns, namely seeing individual men and women respond and believe in him. 

1.Strive to enter

Jesus answers the question with an exhortation. He urges his hearers to, ‘Strive to enter through the narrow gate’ (13:24). From this Greek word, which is a plural, we get the English word ‘agonise’. He urges us to make every effort to enter through the narrow gate. A half-hearted effort will not do. Paul spoke of running with certainty, and of beating his body to make it his slave. 

Have you ever been through a narrow gate, or squeezed through a gap in a wall? I have spoken of making the church door just one metre high so we all have to humble ourselves as we come it. We could also make it a narrow door. Would you get through? Would you have to empty your pockets of some of your material treasures? And then it comes to your body. You might have to slim down a bit. You might have to get serious about diet and exercise. You must keep watch over what you eat and what you do. You must be ready for some sweat and suffering. It is not physical flabbiness that is of concern but spiritual fitness that we must strive for. It is about getting on a diet of reading your Bible. It is about spiritual exercise like prayer and worship. Are you in shape for the narrow gate?

What is the narrow gate Jesus was talking about? It is the gate to the kingdom of God. In verse 28 and 29 he refers to the kingdom of God. The preceding parables are about the kingdom of God. We must strive to enter the kingdom of God. We are not born in this kingdom. We are born in sin and outside the kingdom. ‘This striving does not mean that human achievement merits entrance into the kingdom; it is the attitude that is in the mind’ writes Morris. We know it is by the grace of God that we enter in; it is by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. But faith must be active. It must be living faith. Some have linked the Christian life to being on a bicycle- if you stop pedalling you fall off. John Bunyan in his book ‘Pilgrims Progress’ gives a powerful illustration of striving to enter in by the narrow gate. The apostle Paul wrote, ‘Fight the good fight of faith’ (1Tim 6:12). Jesus said, ‘Strive to enter by the narrow gate’.

One of the first lessons to learn in running a race is not to look around at the other runners. In the race that is life, we must not look around to see how many are coming with us. Are only a few going to be saved? What is that to you? So many, especially young people, are prone to go with the crowd. They keep looking around to see what others are doing. This is dangerous. In looking around you may stumble and fall. Thousands have done this. Just look at the prominent heathen in our society; so many have come from Christian homes. It is not easy to stand apart at school or in the workplace, or even in the family for that matter. But we must not look around. We strive to enter by the narrow gate. We keep our eyes fixed on this gate and getting through it. 
Dear friend, do not expect anyone to carry you through this gate. Do not stop for others to go in before you, no matter who they are. J.C. Ryle writes, “If we go to heaven alone we must resolve that by God’s grace we will go. Whether we have many with us or few, the command before us is plain, ‘strive to enter in’’’. With great sorrow Paul said, ‘I could wish that I myself were accursed from Christ for my brothers’ (Rom 9:3); but he could not do so and fail to go in himself. There is a chorus with the line: ‘Though all may leave me, still I will follow, no turning back, no turning back’. 

2. Shut door

The gate is not only narrow; one day it will be shut. When Jesus says that, ‘Many will seek to enter and will not be able’, this is what he is referring to- as the following verses indicate. In another place Jesus said, ‘He who seeks finds, and to him who knocks the door will be opened’ (Mat 7:8); he was talking about the present time. He said, ‘I am the door of the sheep’ (John 10:7). No one who comes to Jesus today will be shut out. They will of course be kept out if they try to enter by some other way. Jesus is the only door into the kingdom.

Jesus goes on to speak of a door being shut and people being left outside. This parable/picture reminds us of the parable of the five wise and five foolish virgins waiting for the bridegroom (Mat 25:10). The master of the house will rise up and shut the door. It will be shut for good. Jesus was speaking about his return on the Day of Judgment. ‘Many will say to me in that day’ (Mat 7:22). The day is coming when the door to the kingdom of God will be shut. What a tragic day this will be for many. Many will seek to enter but will not be able. They will stand outside knocking and crying out, ‘Lord, Lord, open for us’ (13:25). And what will the Master say? ‘I do not know you’. Then they will say, ‘We ate and drank with you, and you taught in our streets’ (13:26). But the Master’s reply will be the same; ‘I tell you, I do not know you’ (13:27).

What tragic words. What crushing words. How I pray that none of you will hear these words- ‘I never knew you’. These people knew all about Jesus. They heard his teaching and saw his miraculous signs. They rubbed shoulders with his followers and maybe even sang his praises, but they had never opened their hearts to the gospel. They had never repented and believed the gospel. ‘A man’s salvation does not result from familiarity with Jesus. It must be based on a personal relationship’ writes Ryle. 

Maybe these people at the closed door intended to respond to Jesus one day but never got around to it. I had a young man come to me saying how he intended to start coming to church. That was some years ago now. He has had this ‘good intention’ for many years. What a huge and tragic shock is ahead for this man if he continues ‘intending’ to respond to the gospel. Will he end up at the shut door to the kingdom of God crying out, ‘Lord, I grew up in a Christian family. I went to Sunday school and have a big black Bible. I have friends who believe in Jesus. It’s just that I was so busy and never got around to going to church. I thought there was plenty of time to do that later. I always intended coming to church’.  

3. Sickening sorrow

Jesus went on to say, ‘There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth’ (13:28). The same Jesus who says ‘Come to me all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest’ (Mat 11:28), speaks of people being shut out of the kingdom of God, weeping and gnashing their teeth (13:28 cf. Mat 8:12). Instead of being in the kingdom of God, they realise that they are in the kingdom of Satan. The tragedy is that it is then too late to changes sides. The rich man who ignored the beggar at his gate, and no doubt ignored the commands of God, is one such person. He had ample time to respond to the gospel but left it too late. Being in the torments in Hades, the rich man lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham afar off (16:23). 

Jesus says that this person in Luke 13 will see Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom and also the prophets, while he is locked out (13:28). What a shock it will be. This was a powerful message for the Jews, the people who called themselves the children of Abraham. Imagine thinking all your life that you were in the kingdom because of Abraham, only to find out when it was too late that you were not.

False teaching is so dangerous. It is not a matter of being a descendent of Abraham but of having the faith of Abraham. It is not a matter of belonging to any nation or prestigious family or are even a good church. It is a matter of personal belief in the Lord Jesus Christ. Does Jesus know you? And not only that, but they will see Gentiles sitting down in the kingdom of God (13:29 cf. Mat 8:11). Morris calls this ‘double mortification’; being excluded themselves and seeing the despised Gentiles included. The sinners who they refused to eat with, or to allow in their temple, are there in the kingdom. 

Imagine being called an evildoer or worker of iniquity (13:27) when all your life you thought you were a pretty good person and certainly no worse than most others. Maybe someone you despise as a beggar, a prisoner, or for some other reason, will be in the kingdom of God. ‘Indeed, there are those who are last who will be first, and those who are first who will be last (13:30). 

Are your striving to enter by the narrow gate? Remember the kingdom of God is nothing like the kingdoms of this world- the last will be first and the first last. Are you trying to get ahead in this world, trying to get more riches and more power? Satan wants to keep people in his kingdom and he uses the pleasures and treasures of this world to do so. Make sure the solemn words of Jesus, ‘Depart from me, I never knew you’ are never spoken to you.
O Jerusalem, Jerusalem                                 


 Luke 13:31-35


Modern technology has not only taken over the work of men and women; it has taken over the work of the humble hen. These days eggs are placed in huge incubators until hatched, and then the chickens are raised in an artificially controlled environment. I still remember a clucky chook sitting on her eggs until they hatched and then seeing the little chicks scurry under her wings when the dog approached. We had problems with foxes getting into the chook pen but this always at night, when the chooks were sleeping, and so was I.

1.Work to be completed

Jesus was making his way towards Jerusalem (13:22). He was still in Galilee, or maybe across the Jordan in Perea; both regions came under the ‘Jewish’ rule of Herod Antipas. This was the man who beheaded John the Baptist. He became somewhat paranoid about Jesus because some people were saying he was John risen from the dead, or some other resurrected prophet; Herod wanted to see Jesus (9:7-9). This waiting to see Jesus turned into wanting to kill him, according to the Pharisees who came to Jesus. On the face of it they came to warn Jesus to flee for his life from this region under Herod’s control (13:31). How come the Pharisees were trying to help Jesus?  This question makes some commentators doubt the truth of this warning. They suggest that the Pharisees were trying to trick Jesus into going up to Jerusalem where the Jewish leaders were waiting to deal with him. But there is no reason to doubt the truth of what the Pharisees said. Jesus appears to accept that Herod was after him. Nor is there reason to think that the Pharisees were trying to protect Jesus from him. They were just being opportunistic. They wanted to get rid of Jesus and this seemed a good way of doing it, to scare him into leaving their domain. 

How does Jesus answer this threat? He does not doubt the truth of it, but nor does he follow the advice of the Pharisees. He tells them to report back to Herod. This suggests that they were Herod’s messengers, although these legalistic Jews were not usually on good terms with the loose living Herod. It may simply be that Jesus was showing he was not worried if Herod heard what he had to say about him.

Jesus’ description of Herod as a fox is very scathing. A fox is a cunning, sly creature, as well as dangerous. Herod was a political not a religious leader, but still Jesus usually accorded such men more respect. He does not speak of the Roman rulers is such a contemptuous way. It seems that Jesus was speaking is a prophetic manner. Herod’s father was the cruel Herod who murdered the baby boys in Bethlehem. This Herod murdered John the Baptist, a prophet of God and cousin of Jesus. He was the lowest of the low, a man who Jesus would not even talk to (23:9). Morris writes, ‘Herod is the only person Jesus is recorded as having treated with such contempt’. He goes on to say, 'when Jesus has nothing to say to a man, that man’s position is hopeless’. This is a solemn warning to those who will mock God’s word and kill his servant.   

Jesus had his own message for Herod and the Pharisees. Firstly, he reminded them of the work he was doing. He was casting out demons and healing the sick. These miracles were signs of his authority over Satan and all evil. Herod might have authority to kill, but Jesus has authority to give life. When Jesus healed a person or cast out demons, he did so in the power of God. When he healed the crippled woman in the synagogue she glorified God (13:13). Jesus told his disciples, ‘do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. But rather fear Him who is able to destroy body and soul in hell’ (Mat 10:28). He was following his own teaching. 

Secondly, Jesus reminded them that he was operating according to a divine timetable and not according to that of Herod or the Pharisees. He was working ‘today and tomorrow, and on the third day I will finish my course’ (13:32). The translation ‘perfected’ is not wrong but the sense of this word is to complete a task or reach a goal. Jesus may have been thinking of his work in this region but more likely of his work of redemption to be completed on the cross. In saying in the next verse, 'I must journey today, tomorrow and the day following’, Jesus is repeating what he has just said in this Jewish idiom. He does so for emphasis and also adds the word ‘must’. This idiom means ‘a short time’ or ‘a definite time’. It is true that Jesus’ ministry went on for some three years, but these words were spoken towards the end of his ministry; He was on his way to perish in Jerusalem. 

Jesus was fully focussed on completing the work God the Father sent him to do. His hour had not yet come and until it came no one, including Herod, could touch him. Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. He ‘must journey’ according to the plan of God. He would not be distracted by death threats; nor would he be distracted by the temptations of this world (Luke 4). Let us learn from Jesus how we must live. The apostle Paul did. Paul was warned that dangers awaited him if he went up to Jerusalem. He listen to the prophet and to the pleading of his friends but he resolved to go up, even if it meant he would die there; ‘I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die at Jerusalem for the name of  the Lord Jesus (Acts 21:13). Others were not so focussed on the task to which God called them. ‘They seek their own, not the things which are of Christ Jesus’ (Phil 2:21). 

Some young men or women lose their focus on Jesus when they fall in love with an unbeliever. Many married men and women lose their focus on Jesus when they look to the things of this world. We cannot serve two masters. Do not get complacent, thinking that Jesus is a long time in coming. Do not get slack in attending the means of grace, but be encouraging one another, ‘all the more as you see the Day approaching’ (Heb 10:25).  

‘For it cannot be that a prophet will perish outside Jerusalem’ (13:33). Where did Jesus get this idea? In Jerusalem was the Sanhedrin, the Jewish council who took it upon themselves to judge and condemn prophets. In Jerusalem was the temple, the house of God. Here animal sacrifices were made, and here the prophets came to preach and to perish. Jesus was heading towards Jerusalem. He was heading there as a prophet who would be condemned to death. 

2. Wings of compassion

Despite the hostility that Jesus would face from the people, especially the religious leaders in Jerusalem, he expressed deep compassion for this city. ‘O Jerusalem, Jerusalem’ he cried. As he got closer to the city he actually wept over it (19:41). He wept out of compassion, and knowledge that God would soon destroy this city. The ignorant people were not weeping but Jesus was. They were rebelling against God in this city that stones the prophets and kills the men God sends to warn them of his judgment. In fact, these prophets came with a message of grace, not only judgment. They came calling the people to turn from their wicked ways and live (Ezekiel 18:32). ‘Come let us reason together' says the Lord, ‘though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow’ (Isa 1:18). But they would not pay heed to the compassion of Christ and the grace of God. 

Jesus wanted to gather the ‘children of God’ as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings’ (13:34). What a beautiful picture of love and compassion. I once had a small ‘bantam’ called Penny. It was amazing how many chicks this bantam could gather under her wings. She was great at rearing chicks. Whenever she made a clucking noise the chicks would run to her- either for food or shelter. 

Jesus longed for the people of Jerusalem to hear his voice and follow him. ‘My sheep hear my voice, and I know them and they follow me’ he said, using another metaphor (John 10: 27). The picture of a hen with chicks is such a powerful image of the love and compassion that Jesus has for people; people who are lost and helpless, people who are poor and blind. ‘How often I wanted to gather your children together’ he said (13:34). Jesus came to seek and to save the lost (19:10). He came to save, not to destroy. But the people in their blindness thought he was destroying their way of life, not realising that their way of life would end in death and destruction. 

The free offer of the gospel remains today. As God said through his prophets, ‘I have no pleasure in the death of wicked but desire that he turn from his ways and live’ (Ezek 18:23). So it is today that, through the gospel of Jesus Christ, God calls for men and women like us to repent and believe in Jesus Christ and receive eternal life. Those who ‘would not’ will perish with the wicked. 

3.Would not 

But ‘you would not’; they were not willing (13:34). What tragic words. Jesus wanted to gather the people and give them life but they would not come to him. Sin is so repulsive; it repulses the offer of love and life. On one occasion Jesus said to them, ‘you search the Scriptures for in them you think you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of me. But you were not willing to come to me that you may have life’ (John 5:39-40). Jesus was not speaking to pagan Gentiles but to those searching the Scriptures. 

How grievous it is to hear people deliberately misrepresenting the word of God. Many in the church today are doing just this- and that in all sections of the church. They sit above the word of God and not under it. They want, as it were, to put Jesus under their wings. They want Jesus to come to their church and learn from them. And then there are the Jews, still refusing to listen to the words of Jesus, the Messiah. And then there are the followers of Mohammed who, by twisting the Scriptures, took Jesus as a prophet but not the Son of God. What a sad and tragic world we live in. Yet Jesus still says, ‘how often I wanted to gather your children together as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings’. Have you come to Jesus? Are you willing? Do you say, ‘Yes Lord, I come to you, humbly repenting of my sin and wanting the life that you alone can give’? 

If you refuse to come, as the people of Jerusalem did, then Jesus has a final word for you. God always has the last word. ‘See! Your house is left to you desolate’ (13:35). What a terrible word –‘desolate’. It means abandoned, forsaken or left behind. The individual or the church that fails to come under the wings of Jesus will soon perish. The people of Jerusalem would soon perish because they would not come to Jesus, the Son of God and Saviour of the world. In rejecting him they were rejecting life. 

In Greek the word is 'house' but it probably refers to the house of God or the temple. The people revered their temple more than they did Jesus, the true temple of God. The earthly temple would soon be destroyed, as Jesus foretold in greater detail in Matthew 24:23. This happened in AD 70 when the Romans destroyed the temple and slaughtered the people of the holy city. ‘You will not see me until the time comes’ (13:35). These solemn words of Jesus reminded the people that not only were his days numbered, but theirs were also. The time was coming when Jesus would no longer be among them doing mighty works and calling them to follow him.  

The words quoted from Psalm 118:26 were used to applaud Jesus as he entered Jerusalem for the last time (Mat 21:9). But in this context Jesus was referring to his second coming, to his appearance on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory (Mat 24:30). On that day all will acknowledge Jesus; ‘every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord' (Phil 2:10-11).

There will be no mistaking who Jesus is on that day. The Lord himself will descend from heaven with a shout (1Thes 4:16). There will be no mistaking who are his people and who are not his people on judgment day. Blessed be the name of our Lord and saviour Jesus Christ.  
Another healing on the Sabbath


   


Luke 14:1-6


Having a meal with someone is quite an intimate interaction. Are you ‘choosy’ about who you invite to have dinner at your place? Some religions have strict food laws, and such people do not want unclean people coming to eat with them. A Jew would not have an ‘unclean’ Gentile come into his house. This was the great barrier between Peter and Cornelius. The Samaritan woman was surprised that Jesus asked to drink from her cup. Jesus Christ breaks down this barrier. In Christ we have the freedom to go to any person’s house and eat whatever is set before us; although in so doing we consider those eating with us, or looking on. 

1. Hospitality

As Jesus journeyed towards Jerusalem he ‘went into the house of one of the rulers of the Pharisees to eat bread on the Sabbath’ (14:1). This was the house of an important man- a ruler of the Pharisees. Maybe he was a member of the Sanhedrin. The Pharisees were increasingly hostile towards Jesus. This Pharisee may have felt obliged to invite Jesus to dinner after Sabbath worship. It was common for Jews to share a meal in their homes on the Sabbath- the meal having been prepared on the previous day of course. This Pharisee may have had other motives for inviting Jesus to his house. Luke says that they watched him closely (14:2). They were not watching him closely to learn from him but to trap him in what he said or did. Would he eat without ritual washing- presumably he was only offered kosher food? Would he touch or talk with any ‘unclean’ people? Whatever the Pharisee's motives, Jesus knew. And despite knowing this Jesus graciously went along to his house.

The Pharisees were hostile towards Jesus but he was not hostile towards them- at least not personally. He was critical of their legalism, as this incident shows, but he was willing to talk and even dine with this Pharisee. How do you respond to the hostility of another person? We hear a lot about social etiquette, about invitations and about eating with others. If someone does not invite you, do you get upset and declare that you will never invite them to your place? What do you do when someone you do not like invites you to their place? What about going to the house of a poor person? In India we would visit the home of a poor Christian lady in the village. Walking down the muddy path people would stare at us.  We would go into her simple house, sit on the floor and eat whatever she gave us. One day we invited her to a meal at our place. It took a lot of convincing before she would sit on the chair.   

It is encouraging to see the hospitality displayed by people in the fellowship. It is good to see people inviting one another into their homes for tea or a meal- even the minister! In the country, and also in India, it was common for people to 'drop in' for tea. We once visited a lady who was very busy running an orphanage. Yet within minutes of sitting down in her house we were given a cup of tea. It was such a shock when we came back to Australia and, wanting to visit a friend, were given a date one month away. 

What about going to the house of unbelievers? Some may be uneasy about this, while others give it no thought at all. Of course we are free to go and eat with such people but we must be alert to the fact that we are being watched closely. If we call ourselves Christian we are Christ’s witness at all times and in every place. If we go, as Ryle says, ‘go moderately, watchfully and prayerfully, and with firm resolution to carry our Master and our Master’s business with us. So long as we go into company as Christ went into the Pharisees house we shall take no harm’.

2. Hostility 

‘They watched him closely’ (14:1).This is not the first time Luke tells us this. When, on another Sabbath, Jesus was in a synagogue and a man with a withered hand was there, ‘the scribes and Pharisees watched him closely (6:7). This reminds us of a man called Daniel who lived in Babylon. Out of jealousy his colleagues wanted to bring him down. They tried to find some charge against him but could find nothing (Dan 6:4). They knew they had to attack him regarding the law of God. Daniel was such an upright man that no one could bring any charge against him. Is this possible?  With Jesus we understand, but Daniel was not the sinless Son of God. Yet we see that he was living with a clear conscience before God and man. The apostle Paul spoke of having a clear conscience. He was not saying he was without sin; he was saying that he had confessed his sin and was not hiding anything. 

Lots of people do not have a clear conscience. They are worried that things they do or say might incriminate them. Civil liberties groups are complaining about all the surveillance cameras around the place, and the detailed information being collected over the internet. But why should you be worried if you are doing the right thing?  This is the simple message. If people are watching you closely, as they are, you will have no worries if you are walking in the path of truth and righteousness.

Jesus did not walk in fear of those who were watching him closely. He walked in the will of his Father in heaven. He went where the Father led him and spoke the words given him by the Father. He did the work of the Father (John 5:19). They tried to catch him saying something or doing something against the law of God but they could not. They thought they had him when it came to working on the Sabbath day, but the only law Jesus was breaking was theirs, their addition to the law of God. As we turn to look at this miraculous healing let us be careful not to fall into the ways of the scribes and Pharisees. 

3. Healing

When Jesus entered the Pharisees house other people were there to join in the meal- they were watching him closely. Also present was a man with dropsy (14:2). Dr Luke gives a medical diagnosis as ‘hydropikros’, which is Greek meaning accumulation of fluid in the body. This happens when there is trouble with some organ in the body. This sick man was in front of Jesus. Jesus could not miss him. Why was he there? It looks as if he was put there to trap Jesus- but we cannot be sure. The fact that Jesus ‘answered’ them in verse 3 points to them asking the question through the presence of this man; ‘Will Jesus heal on the Sabbath?’ 

Jesus in answering puts the question to them, ‘Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not?’ (14:3). He put much the same question on a previous occasion when face to face with the man with the withered hand; ‘is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do evil?’ (6:9). ‘But they kept silent’ (14:4). Jesus gave them opportunity to have their say. He knew what they thought but they would not say what they thought. They were not really interested in the question or the answer. Their only interest was in the man Jesus and in bringing him down. 

How often it is that when questions are asked about the word of God that men remain silent – or sometimes appeal to their traditions. They give no biblical basis for their position. They choose to attack the person rather than ask questions. They remain silent but start whispering and plotting behind the persons back. They start dragging up things from here and there and from the past rather than answer the question at hand.

Jesus was not intimidated by their icy gaze and stony silence. When they kept silent he proceeded to take the man and heal him and then let him go. The man, no doubt, went off praising God, but we are not told this. Nor are we told of others rejoicing in the Lord. This was in the house of a Pharisee and a gathering of lawyers and Pharisees (14:3). These religious leaders would have been fuming at this action of Jesus- his blatant disregard for their Sabbath law. Jesus was not disregarding the law of God of course. He was not breaking God’s command to keep the Sabbath holy. Jesus was not working for his own profit. He was doing a work of mercy, and indeed necessity, for this sick man. 

The Pharisees were not concerned for this sick man. As with the crippled woman they would say to him to come back some other day for the blessing of the Lord and not on the Sabbath. As with the healing of the crippled woman, Jesus showed them up because they cared for their animals more than people who are made in the image of God. 'Which of you having a donkey or an ox that falls into a pit on the Sabbath will not immediately pull it out' (14:5). Some translations have a son rather than a donkey; the Greek words are similar, but this would detract somewhat from the force of this comparison. 

These lawyers could not say a thing. Firstly, they were silent when asked a question, and now the words of Jesus make them appear foolish in trying to keep their own law. When in the crowded synagogue, Jesus called them hypocrites. Here in the house he left them to ponder the indefensible, and indeed hypocritical, position they had gotten themselves into in pursuing a legalistic agenda. 

If Jesus came to your house on the Lord’s Day, the Christian Sabbath, what would he ask you and how would you answer him? Would he ask you, ‘Is it lawful to heal on the Lord’s Day?’ Probably not because you have no problem seeking medical helping on the Lord’s Day. But would he see you keeping the Lord’s Day holy?  He might ask why you find it necessary to work on the Lord’s Day, or why you want to go to that party or that sports event on the Lord’s Day. Would Jesus ask you why you were not in his house worshipping him on this day? He might say, ‘why were you not remembering that in six days I created the world and rested on the seventh day and blessed it? ‘Why were you not remembering that I went to the cross and died for you, and on this day rose from the dead?  Why are you not celebrating my victory over sin and death on this the Lord’s Day?’

Pride goes before a fall                                                        
   Luke 14:7-14

Have you been to a wedding lately. As you walk into the reception you see lots of decorated tables set out with chairs around them. Where will you sit? Thankfully some people have spent hours arranging the place where each guest will sit. But what if this seating plan is lost. You walk in and see a table up the front overlooking a beautiful garden. It looks like the best seat so you go and sit down. Before long the wedding party arrive. As they come to the door everyone claps. The best man suddenly notices you sitting at the head table. He rushes up and asks you to vacate the seat reserved for the bridegroom.  You try to cover your face with your coat as he escorts you to a spare seat down the back.

Jesus was in the house of a ruler of the Pharisees. He was an important man, and probably a rich man also. Jesus, along with other Pharisees and lawyers, was there for a meal. After his controversial healing of the man with dropsy, the guests were all silent. So Jesus told them a parable. He had noticed a lot of manoeuvring going on for the best seats at the table. They were all important men and no one wanted to be left down by the door.

They had not thought of round tables in those days. In some meetings between heads of state and the like, they have to use round tables so that no one is offended by not being at the head of the table.  

The Jews did not use tables and chairs. They reclined with their left elbow resting on a cushion. Apparently three men reclined on one cushion. The cushions were set out in a U-shape; the base of the U was like the head of the table. The person at the centre of this cushion was the top guy, the one  in front of him the next, and the one behind him no. 3. Remember at the Last Supper how John was reclining on Jesus’ bosom (John 13:23-25). You might also remember how a dispute broke out at this meal as to who was the greatest (Luke 22:24).  

1. Best seats

Jesus spoke this parable after noticing the guests choosing the best places in this dining room. His parable pictures a wedding feast which was probably the most lavish of their feasts and, like today, a feast at which seating was most sensitive. Jesus warned against sitting in the best place in case a more important guest came to the feast. What will then happen is that the host will ask you to give up your seat to this VIP, and you will move down to the lowest place. In doing so you will be covered with shame. The wise thing to do is to sit in the lowest place first. Then, when the host comes to greet his guests he might notice you as a special guest and invite you to move up to a higher place. You will feel good and will be honoured by all the guests at the feast (14:10).

If you are reading in the KJV you will read ‘worship’ instead of ‘glory’ or ‘honour’ at the end of verse 10. This is an unfortunate translation. It was noted as ‘unfortunate’ by Ryle in 1856, and it is more so today.  Men do not worship other men. Maybe the word was understood differently in 1611, but even so the Greek ‘doxa’ is not the word for worship. It means ‘glory’ or ‘honour’. I might also point out that the Greek word ‘topos’ means ‘place’ not ‘room’ as in the KJV. In verse 9 it is first translated ‘place’ and then as ‘room’; the same Greek word with different translations, and that in the same verse! Thankfully preachers do have to spend so much time making these explanations nowadays. 

2. Be humble

The lesson in this parable is clear. It is about humility. Jesus concludes with words he often spoke: ‘whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted’ (14:11 cf. 18:14). Jesus is the source of all wisdom (1Cor 1:30). Even so, this wisdom was declared by Solomon in the book of Proverbs: ‘It is better that he say to you come up here, than that you should be put lower in the presence of the prince’ (Prov  25:6-7). And again in Proverbs we read, ‘A man’s pride will bring him low, but the humble spirit will retain honour’ (Prov 29:23). The NT book of wisdom also states, ‘Humble yourselves before the Lord and he will lift you up’ (James 4:10).  ‘God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble’. So what is humility? There is a lot of confusion about this these days, mainly because of ignorance of the Bible and the wisdom we find here. There is a lot of false humility about. People say they are the most humble person around. People may take the lowest seat but they do everything they can to get invited up. 

In this parable Jesus said that the host ‘may’ invite you to a higher place. He is not saying sit at the lowest place in order to be seen as a humble person. Without God there can be nothing but false humility because without God you can only compare yourself with other people. You can have dozens of ‘Facebook’ friends but the one friend you need is God. A word about the popular word ‘self-esteem’. Worldly psychology does not teach what Jesus teaches here. The person sitting at the lowest place would be classified, not as humble, but as having low self-esteem. They would be counselled to be more assertive. They would be told to grab the best place because, if they don’t, no one will give it to them. This is the wisdom of the world. 

What is humility, we asked. Look at Jesus and you will see humility. Look at Jesus at the Last Supper where this bickering about who was the greatest was going on. It is interesting that in the church at Corinth the Lord’s Supper was again the scene of people grabbing the best places and the best food (1Cor 11:21). After this supper Jesus got up from the ‘table’, took a towel and a basin of water, and proceeded to wash the disciple’s feet (John 13:4-5). Jesus was the Master; they called him Teacher and Lord. Yet he did this most lowly of deeds. They were shocked, and Peter protested. How could Jesus do this? How indeed? 

The ‘secret’ is in verse 3 of John 13. Jesus knew he was in the Father’s hands. He knew that he ‘had come from God and was going to God’. Knowing these things, he took the towel to wash their feet. Ryle says, ‘the root of humility is right knowledge’. You must know yourself and your own heart. You must know God and his greatness. You must know Christ and his grace. This knowledge will enable you to be truly humble. 

The apostle Paul was not only critical of the church at Corinth; he also wrote to the church at Philippi saying, ‘all seek their own, not the things of Christ Jesus’ (Phil 2:11). He urged them to be humble like Christ, telling them how Christ humbled himself in obedience to the will of God, the God who then highly exalted him (Phil 2:9). Paul also wrote, ‘do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but to think soberly, as God has dealt to each one a measure of faith’ (Rom 12:3). So when we are in God’s hands, and know we are in his hands, we have a firm foundation on which to stand. We have an anchor for our soul.  We do not have low self-esteem, as they say.  We are esteemed highly by God our Saviour. We are precious in his sight. The Lord will not forget us; ‘he has inscribed you on the palm of his hand’ as Isaiah says (Isa 49:15).

Jesus says here, ‘He who humbles himself will be exalted’ (14:11). Judging from other verses of Scripture (18:14, James 4:10, 1Peter 5:6), Jesus probably meant that God will exalt the humble person. He is not promising that if you humble yourself men will exalt you. That may or may not happen. His promise is that God will exalt you. God will be pleased when you humble yourself like Jesus, and he will bless you. 

Although many see this parable in terms of moralism, you will realise that this is not the case. As Morris writes, ‘Jesus is not giving a piece of worldly advice’. Many people think the Bible is all about morals. They see Jesus as a great teacher and no more. Here is a piece of great wisdom they say, and off they go to put it into practice. Do they? Can they? 

Let us understand that the wisdom of the Bible is the wisdom of God. The wisdom of God is bound up with Christ ‘who became for us wisdom from God’ (1Cor 1:30).  You can read this and say it is good advice and even try to do what Jesus says. But unless you first humble yourself before the Lord you will fail. You will get diagnosed with low self-esteem; you may get depressed, and even despair. This is the wisdom of God not the wisdom of the world.  

3. Bring the poor   
Before leaving the house Jesus turned to his host to impart some more ‘wisdom from above’. We previously pondered as to why this ‘ruler of the Pharisees’ invited Jesus to ‘eat bread on the Sabbath’. The other people he invited were ‘lawyers and Pharisees’ (14:1). They were all important people. Jesus now says to the host, ‘When you  give a dinner or a supper, do not ask your friends, your brothers, your relatives or your rich neighbours’ but ‘invite poor, maimed, lame and blind’ people (14:12-13). 

Please do not go from here thinking that you cannot invite your relatives or friends for dinner. This is not what Jesus means. But do go away thinking why you do not invite poor people to your house for a meal, or why you do not invite people you dislike, or people who will not invite you back. How often we hear it said, ‘I will never invite those people; they are such a pain, their children are so unruly and their manners are so bad’.  How often do we invite people over, hoping they will invite us back- especially if they have a fancy house, and maybe a boat to take us out on the water?

As with the preceding parable about the wedding feast, Jesus is not simply adding to the rules of social etiquette here. He is addressing fundamental issues about life- and death. He is teaching about how we are to live in the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is not yet fully revealed. Those who believe in Jesus are in this kingdom now, but they are also in this world. They are in the world but not of the world. Their life in this world is not directed by selfish gain, or by seeking after power and prestige among men. It is directed by their relationship to God in Christ Jesus.

‘And you will be blessed because they cannot repay you; for you shall be repaid at the resurrection of the just’ (14:14). Books on social etiquette do not talk about the resurrection of the just! Furthermore, being humble or inviting poor people to dinner does not make you righteous before God. The blessing or reward here is not on account of works but according to works. These are good works which God called us do. This is treating others as Jesus would, and indeed as if they were Christ himself (Mat 25:40,45). This is doing the will of God for his glory.

We live seeking to please our Lord and Saviour. We live waiting for him to exalt us, and for him to repay us. God is no man’s debtor. Jesus promises such repayment at the resurrection. If you do not believe in the resurrection, you have no such expectation of course. But true Christians do have this hope. They believe that after death comes the resurrection and the judgment. ‘All who are in their graves will hear his voice  and come out- those who  have done good to the resurrection of life’ (John 5:28-29). You must be looking to please God, not yourself. Let us be looking for the praise of God, not the praise of men.

The Great Banquet






Luke 14:15-24

Have you ever been invited to two weddings on the same day? What did you do? Did you go to the one who invited you first? Did you go to the one with the more important people or the best food? Did you go to the one of the person more closely related to you? Whichever wedding you went to, the other person who invited you would have been somewhat offended that you did not come to their wedding. What excuse did you give for not coming?

The parable we are looking at today is not exactly about a wedding feast- it is called a ‘great supper’. It is about the great banquet in heaven which is called the marriage supper of the Lamb (Rev 19:9). The comment Jesus was responding to was about eating bread in the kingdom of God (14:15). Jesus was dining in the house of a Pharisee. He noticed the guests grabbing the best seats and spoke about this with ‘wisdom from above’. He told them not to grab the best seats in case a more important person comes and the host then asks you to move down. He then told the host he should be asking the poor, the crippled, the blind and the lame to his feast (14:13 cf.21). Such people could not repay him but he would be repaid at the resurrection (14:14). 

The Pharisees believed in the resurrection. They believed in the great banquet at the end of the age. They believed they would be at this heavenly banquet because they were diligently keeping God’s holy law. They were so diligent that they added extra laws as a hedge around God’s law- ignoring the warning about adding to the law of God. We have seen the effect of their additional Sabbath laws. To make sure they did no work on the Sabbath they stopped helping people who were in need. The righteousness of the Pharisees was self-righteousness. Legalism brings a sense of pride, which had already been condemned by Jesus at this meal. This pride included a sense of entitlement, entitlement to the feast in the kingdom of God. So it was that one of the guests, no doubt a lawyer or Pharisee (14:3), said to Jesus, ’Blessed is he who shall eat bread in the kingdom of God!’ (14:15). He was agreeing with what Jesus just said about being repaid at the resurrection. He was sure he would be there. Jesus’ parable challenged such thinking. Jesus pointed out that entrance is by invitation only, not by personal merit, and there will be many who do not respond to this invitation because they are preoccupied with the things of this world.   

1. Excuses

‘A certain man gave a great supper and invited many’ (14:16). ‘This is the gospel’ writes Ryle. God has made a great provision for the souls of men and women, and he graciously invites many to come. His invitation ends up going out to all, not just a select few, as this parable shows. God does not show partiality. Yet the initial focus is upon the Jews. Jesus was speaking to the religious leaders as he ate with them. It was the practice in those days to send out invitations in advance, and then on the actual day to send around a servant to call those who had been invited. People did not have clocks. He went around saying, ‘Come for all things are now ready’. 

The Jews had been given the word of God though the prophets. They knew about the coming of Messiah and the banquet in heaven from the Scriptures. But when the servant came to tell them the banquet was ready they did not come. When the Messiah came and called them they did not come to him. ‘They all with one accord began to make excuses’ (14:18). The banquet was ready. The ‘certain man’ is not called a king, as in a similar parable in Matthew 22, but he is an important man because he is hosting a ‘great banquet’. This was an ‘invitation to die for’ as we might say. Yet those invited began to make excuses. Why? We see why when we look at the excuses they made. 

The excuses are nothing out of the ordinary. We might have guessed they would be about property, about material things, and about family. The first had bought a piece of land and wanted to go and see it. The second had also been spending his money; he had bought not just one but five yoke of oxen and wanted to go and test them. This was like buying a new BMW and wanting to go and try it out. I know people who cannot come to church because they are busy washing or fixing their precious car. I also know people who cannot come to church because they are away at their retreat in the country on the Lord’s Day. What Jesus saw we still see today! Commentators point out that these men should have checked the property and the oxen before they made the purchase. But this is not the point. The point is that these things were more important to them than the banquet. One commentator writes, ‘They are too much attached to worldly and visible things and therefore they reject Him (Jesus)’.

The third excuse given was, ‘I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot come’ (14:20). On the face of it this seems a reasonable excuse. A newly married Jew was exempted from military service for a year (Deut 24:5). But using this as an excuse for not going to a banquet is another thing. Clearly it shows that his focus was on himself and the things of this world. It was the treasures and pleasures of this world that kept these men from going to the banquet. They gave excuses because they had the wrong priorities. They had an invitation and they heard the call to the banquet but they procrastinated; they delayed and they found things of this world got in the way. Ryle said, ‘It is not so much the open breach of God’s law, as an excessive attention to lawful and innocent things which ruins many men’s souls. Few truths are so completely overlooked’. How true! 
What these men were doing was not wrong. It was perfectly legitimate to buy property or oxen, and to spend time with a wife. But we must beware that such things do not keep us from entering the kingdom of God. We must beware that such things do not keep us from worshipping God. If it is not property or buying things that keeps you from worship it may well be family. Just the other day I heard a man tell me how he could not go to church very often because he was working. He was working not one, not two, but three jobs to make sure his family had the best. He was being such a great provider for his family that he neglected the most important thing. He gave up going to church. As a result his children do not go to worship. One is now on drugs and the other is divorced. The best thing you can do for your wife and your children is to take them to worship the Lord, and that as a priority. If you start making excuses you will pay the price. 

Sin is so blinding. It blinds people to this free invitation of God. It blinds many to the free offer of the gospel. ‘Come to me all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest’ said Jesus (Mat 11:28). ‘Come, for all things are now ready’ he says. The Jews had received God’s invitation, and then God sent Jesus to call them to come for the banquet was ready. ‘He came to his own but his own did not receive him’ (John 1:11). They rejected the promised Messiah. They were so busy establishing their own righteousness that they rejected the righteousness of God. They were so busy earning their way to heaven that they did not comprehend God’s call when it came. Earning one’s own way to heaven is not incompatible with building up treasures on earth, as you may have noticed. Having an abundance of earthly things can be helpful to the legalist or moralist. 

2. Extras 

The man who invited these people to his banquet was angry when he heard these excuses (14:21). Can you blame him? What if all your friends gave such shallow excuses for not coming to your wedding? Would you not be upset and angry?  Do you think God is pleased with the excuses you give for not coming to worship him?  

The banquet was ready but those invited turned out to be ‘no shows’.  What will the master of the house do? Will he be happy with a lot of empty places at his banquet? No! He told his servant to race out and grab the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind in the city (14:21). These are the marginalised or even rejects of society. They were hidden away from society, people who never got invited to feasts. These are the same classes referred to by Jesus back in verse 13. The tax collectors and sinners were welcomed by Jesus. Zacchaeus and blind Bartimaeus were welcomed by Jesus, much to the disgust of the religious Jews.  

And still there were places at the banquet (14:22). The master had a set number of places at his table and all must be filled. This is how it is in the kingdom of God. God has determined how many will be saved, and that number will be saved. His sovereign plan will not be thwarted by men who refuse his invitation. Morris writes, ‘God’s purpose may be resisted, but it cannot be overthrown’. Paul writes of the fullness of the Gentiles coming in (Rom 11:25). It is the Gentiles who are next called in this parable. The servant was sent to the highways and hedges to compel people to come in that the house may be filled (14:23). Strangers and foreigners might be traveling the roads outside the city and camping in the hedges. They were compelled, not by violence but by a sense of urgency. ‘Unclean’ Gentiles would have been reluctant to break the rules of the Pharisees but they were urged to come because the master was calling them. The house would surely be filled- every place would be occupied as determined by the master. We not told that this happened because the coming in of the Gentiles was not until Jesus returned to heaven. 

3. Excluded

In finishing the parable Jesus makes a solemn point about those who were invited but did not come. ‘For I say to you that none of those men who were invited shall taste my supper’ (14:25). The place for those first invited was given to others. This means that there will be no place for them. This means there will be no second chance for them. This was the master informing his servant, but it could just as well be Jesus speaking directly to the guests at this meal. Jesus is the one sent by God to say the supper is ready. He is the one who came saying, ‘The kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe in the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). It is also true that it is his supper. It is the marriage supper of the Lamb that he is talking about. How tragic it is when men and women pass up the invitation of Jesus. 
Dear friend, you have an invitation. Jesus is calling you to come to the supper he has prepared. How do you respond? Remember, firstly, that entry is by invitation only. You have to leave your good works at the door.  And secondly, note that if you make excuses and reject the invitation you will never taste of eternal life which is in Jesus Christ.      

Leaving all to follow Christ                                    

  Luke 14:25-27

‘I will love you with all that I am, and all that I have’. Where do you hear such words spoken? I heard them spoken at a wedding. These words were part of the vows taken by the bride and groom. The bride vowed to give herself, heart and body, to her husband. She also vowed that all her worldly possessions now belonged to her husband. She did not say, ‘everything except my big house or my little car’. It was all- all her possessions. It was a big commitment that she was making. She did it because she knew how much her husband loved her. She did it because she loved him above and before all others. The apostle Paul compares Christ’s love for the church with that of a husbands love for his wife. He compares the submission of a wife with that of the church submitting to Christ (Eph 5). He also says that ‘the wife does not have authority over her own body but the husband does’ (1Cor 7:4). 

In the passage we are looking at today Jesus does not make this comparison but he does speak clearly about the commitment men and women must make if they want to follow him. This commitment is nothing less than, ‘with all that I am and all that I have’. It is a commitment of ‘forsaking all others’ in order to follow the greatest love of your life, a love that is not ‘till death do us part’, but a love for ever and ever. 

1.Before family

Jesus was heading towards Jerusalem. He was probably passing through Perea on the eastern side of the Jordan. Despite opposition from the Pharisees, people were flocking to see and hear Jesus. His power to heal and cast out demons drew many followers. But Jesus had no desire to be a celebrity or a political leader. He was not after a fan club or people to vote for him. 

Jesus is the God-anointed King of kings. Jesus was after people who would follow him with all their hearts. He wanted absolute commitment. He wanted people who would die for him. In fact he demands such commitment. Jesus has only one category of followers; men and women who put him first always.

Jesus expressed this commitment in rather vivid terms. ‘If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, and yes his own life, he cannot be my disciple’ (14:26). Some say these words are too harsh and that they are not in keeping with the rest of Scripture. It appears that way, but are we to take these words at face value? Maybe Jesus is using hyperbole, as the scholars say. Maybe he is making a point by stark comparison. 

Jesus commands us, ‘love your neighbour as yourself’, and also to love our enemies not hate them- though hatred of the devil is appropriate. In parallel verses in Matthew’s gospel we read, ‘He who loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me’ (Mat 10:37). The word ‘hate’ here in Luke must be understood in relative terms. Jesus is emphasising the greatness of the love his disciples must have for him by calling love for mother and father hatred by comparison. He is not lessening peoples love for family; he is exalting the love they must have for Jesus if they are to be his disciple. 

The marriage vows referred to earlier are valid- although the older version in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer are not. This version has ‘with my body I thee worship’. I know the English language has changed, but these words as they stand are exactly what Jesus condemns. Jesus demands exclusive worship. If you are following Jesus you cannot worship other gods- which includes wife, husband, mother, father and children. The vow you make to give yourself and all you have to your husband or wife is for this world only. What Jesus demands of you is a much greater commitment, a commitment for eternity.

Love for a spouse or a family may lead to conflict with love for Christ. Indeed, love for a person even before marriage too often leads to conflict with following Jesus; which is why the Bible tells us not to marry an unbeliever. Family bonds are very strong. We often saw the struggle students who believed in Jesus had in their unbelieving families. Parents could make their life very difficult. Some were thrown out of their homes because of their faith in Christ. Such a situation can hardly be compared to church-goers who cannot even say ‘no’ to a family party or wedding that conflicts with their time of worship. What choice do you make when family matters conflict with worship? Maybe you have never even thought about it! Ryle writes, ‘We must choose rather to displease those we love most upon earth, than displease him who died for us on the cross… (We) must be willing to offend family, rather than offend Christ’. 
This is what Jesus is talking about in this passage. He is talking about putting Jesus before family. He is talking about choosing Jesus when there is a conflict. Have you ever faced such a conflict? Maybe in God’s goodness your family are all believers. But maybe they are not all clear about what the Lord requires of those who follow him. I heard that some churches cancelled their evening worship in order to show the football finals. This may not be a family matter, but it reflects the confusion, and indeed ignorance, within churches about what Jesus is saying here. More and more weddings are being conducted on the Lord’s Day. What will you do if you have to make a choice? Will you choose not to offend a close relative and family, or not to offend Jesus who died for you? That is the choice. Another commentator says that if loyalty to Jesus clashes with loyalty to parents and other loved ones then it is ‘as though’ one hates them. The truth is that such a person loves family but he loves Jesus more. If a Christian cannot make it known that he loves Jesus above all others then he cannot be a disciple of Jesus Christ. If you think this is hard then listen to what else Jesus has to say.

2. Before self    

‘And his own life also’ (14:26). Family is very precious, and that is the way the Lord meant it to be. But Jesus is even more precious; this is the way it must be if you are to be his disciple. Your own life is very precious; you are made in the image of God and are loved by God. But be careful about misinterpreting the latter part of the second commandment- ‘love your neighbour as you love yourself’. Some preachers go on about how we should love ourselves more than we do. Jesus takes it as a given that we love ourselves. Paul says, ‘No one ever hated his own flesh’ (Eph 5:29) - he was not thinking of mentally disturbed people. If you want to follow Jesus you must hate your own life; this is what Jesus says here. As with family, it is hatred by comparison. Jesus previously spoke of those who would follow him as ‘denying himself’, of not desiring to save his life, and not trying to gain the whole world (Luke 9:23-25). 

We all have plans for our own life. Some have very detailed plans. Some plan to become CEO of their company. Some plan to marry and have two children, a boy and a girl, after they have saved enough to buy a house. Some plan to retire at 60 with lots of superannuation and to travel the world. The Bible says that we do not know what will happen tomorrow. ‘What is your life? It is even a vapour that appears for a little while and then vanishes away’ (James 4:14). The follower of Jesus puts his life into the hands of Jesus. We must surrender all to Jesus. Do you know that hymn: ‘I surrender all, all to Jesus I surrender, I surrender all’. I remember singing it an evangelistic student camp in India. I have not heard it for a long time. 

A follower of Jesus must be just that, a person who follows. If you are following your own life plans then you are not following Jesus. If you are totally committed to Jesus then you will be looking to Jesus, going where he sends you, doing what he tells you and giving him all the glory. As John the Baptist said, ‘He must increase, but I must decrease’ (John 3:30). If you try to follow your own life plan and be a success in this world you will lose out in the end. It is by giving yourself totally to Jesus that you will find true life. Above all, Jesus warns any who want to follow him that they must never deny him. Whoever is ashamed of Jesus and his words will be denied by Jesus at the judgment. 

3. Bear your cross

To follow Jesus you must hate your family by comparison with your love for Jesus. You may have to leave your family in order to follow Jesus. To follow Jesus you must hate your own life by comparison. You may have to abandon the plans you have for your own life. You may have to go where you did not plan to go, and do things you did not want to do, in order to follow Jesus. And finally you must bear your cross for Jesus. You may have to lay down your life for Jesus. The cross symbolises total commitment. Jesus went to the cross because he was totally committed to do the will of the Father. He prayed, ‘Take this cross from me, yet not my will but yours be done’ (Luke 22:42). The people who heard Jesus as he headed towards Jerusalem may well have seen nationalists hung on crosses by the Romans. Such men we were willing to die for a cause. A follower of Jesus may be called upon to die for the glory of the name of Jesus. He or she must be ready to die, not for king and country, but for the King of heaven, the King of kings. 
Bearing one’s cross has nothing to do with wearing a gold cross around your neck, or carrying a huge wooden cross around the country. It is not even about suffering pain, sickness, disappointment or hardship. Everyone suffers such things. Bearing your cross means nothing more and nothing less than being ready to die for the name of Jesus. This is not an idle commitment. The disciples of Jesus knew what it meant to take up their cross and follow Jesus (Luke 9:23). Stephen knew what meant to bear his cross. The apostle James knew what it meant to bear his cross. Thousands of others down through the history of the church, to Graham Staines in 1999, and others more recently, have known what it means to bear the cross of Jesus. What about you? Are you ready to die for Jesus? Jesus says that unless you are, you cannot be his disciple. 

Many who call themselves Christians know nothing of these demands of Jesus Christ, the One they claim to be following. They may not have heard of these claims amidst the popular preaching of health, wealth, and prosperity for those who follow Jesus. Many Christians think of worldly rewards rather than heavenly rewards. They give no thought to the words of Jesus that we have heard today. What about you? Are you considering these words? Are you wholehearted in your commitment to Christ? Do you put Christ before family, before self-interest and even before your own precious life? Christ demands nothing less. 

The cost of being a disciple of Christ                       

   Luke 14:28-35

The students assembled for orientation to their new course. They were beginning a six year course in medicine. They were excited at the prospect of being a medical doctor- not all for the right reasons. Some were giving themselves a pat on the back for gaining entrance to this course. But then they heard some solemn words from the professor. He told them that only half would make it to the end. It was a long hard road they were embarking on. Many would drop out along the way. I suppose his message was, ‘count the cost now before you begin’

I thought about men and women who begin the Christian life. What proportion of those who begin actually make it to the end? The end, of course, is death, the death of a saint. What proportion of those who are baptised actually die as believers in Christ? What proportion of those who take the Lord’s Supper will profess Christ on their death bed? As we look around we see it is not all. Many who begin the race fail to complete it. In dropping out they bring shame to themselves and to the church of God. Some become completely hardened to the gospel. 

1. Sit down

Great crowds were following Jesus. Why? Why were they following Jesus? If Jesus had been a politician he would have been ecstatic. More people means more votes and more power. If he had been a religious leader he could have boasted of his popularity. But Jesus did not turn to the crowd with a rousing campaign message, or with words of praise and encouragement. He turned to them telling them to count the cost of following him. Following Jesus is not like following any other man. Jesus knew the shallowness of people’s thoughts. When he miraculously fed the five thousand, people followed him looking for more bread (John 6:26). He told them to think about more than just food that perishes. He told them about everlasting life which he could give them. As he went on to explain this truth, some complained that his teaching was too hard to understand. ‘From this time many of his disciples went back and walked with him no more’ (John 6:66). Did Jesus plead with them not to go away? Did he change his message? Did he offer them more? No! Jesus knew who would be true disciples and who would betray him.

It is interesting listening to the world give advice to the church on how to be more successful. The church must modernise; it must move with the times they say. This is usually said in regard to social changes, like women’s rights and homosexual rights and such things. Some churches listen to this advice, only to find that it does not lead to long term church growth. Others try to modernise their form of worship in order to attract the crowds, often ignoring Biblical teaching on worship.  We do not say all change is wrong. The church has reformed in the past and must continue to reform. But this reform must be based on the Bible, not on popular opinion, or a desire to get more people through the door. 

If Jesus told his disciples to count the cost, surely the church today must do the same.  We must make it clear from the outset what being a disciple of Jesus means- if this is what the church is about- namely making disciples of all nations. We have heard Jesus say that we cannot be his disciple if we do not give him first place in our life. Jesus must come before family, and before self. We must bear our cross, meaning we must be ready to die for Jesus, if we want to be his disciple. We must be whole- hearted, not half-hearted, if we want to follow Jesus Christ. 
Jesus goes on to further explain the meaning of discipleship with two short stories. The first is about a man setting out to build a tower. Almost everyone knows that before starting a project you must make a plan and do the budget. If you cannot afford to finish the project then better not to start. I say, ‘almost everyone’ because you do sometimes come across a half-finished house around the city. What an eyesore such a place is.  All who pass by ask what happened that the house is not completed. In a similar way we can look down the membership role of a congregation and ask what happened to this or that person that they no longer attend the fellowship. Friends and family notice and ask why. People in the neighbourhood notice and ask why this person no longer goes to church on Sunday. Such a person is mocked for their failure to live up to the commitment they made. They may well have told family and friends of how they became a Christian. They may well have invited people to church and seen such people growing in their knowledge and love of the Lord Jesus -while they themselves have dropped out.

‘First sit down and count the cost’ says Jesus (14:28). Do not start following Jesus just because your friend does or because you want to please him, or her.  This can happen when an unbeliever falls in love with a believer. They can pretend to be a Christian for a while. It can also happen in a meeting when the preacher calls people to make a decision to follow Jesus by coming to the front. The Spirit of God can and does change people’s hearts in such situations, but the danger of a poorly considered commitment is great. 

People decide to follow Christ for all sorts of reasons. Sadly some of these are not valid or sincere. Sadly some decide to follow Christ without considering all that this involves. Do you understand all that is involved in following Jesus? Some people are shopping around for a religion that suits them. They want some pleasing rituals to follow. Some want to take hold of Christ on their terms, counting only the benefits without the costs. Others think that going to church is good and decent thing to do on Sunday morning- although these days most such people have found other decent and good things to do on Sunday morning. 

Jesus says, ‘Whoever of you does not forsake all he has cannot be my disciple’ (14:33). It is not a case following at no personal cost but of following with total surrender of all you have and all you hold dear. You must sit down and consider if you are willing to give everything to Jesus and commit yourself to him absolutely. It is all or nothing. If you cannot give all to Jesus then do not start. Following Christ will be costly. Satan will be out to get you. Friends may leave you and even your family may disown you. You will face opposition and disappointment, just as Jesus did. In India some converts have recently turned back after seeing the one who preached Christ to them lose his wife in an accident, and then him die at just 52 years of age. The cost for them was too great.

2. Seek peace

The second story illustrating discipleship is about a king going to war. With only ten thousand men he will certainly be wiped out by a king with twice as many. Realising his predicament he will try to make peace with the more powerful king; he will send a delegation while the other is a long way off, asking for terms of peace (14:31,32). What are we going to make of this story? What is the lesson Jesus has for us?  One commentator says of the first story, ‘Can we afford to follow Christ’, and of the second, ‘Can we afford not to follow Christ’. By this he seems to mean that we all have to face the judgment of God. God is the all-powerful king and he will judge the world in righteousness through his Son, Jesus Christ. From birth, and in our ongoing sin, we are unrighteous. We are enemies of God and will one day be crushed and cast into hell if we go on in such rebellion. God offers us terms of peace. We have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ when we are justified by grace through faith. 

To follow Christ in this world is costly. A disciple of Christ will be hated by the world. Life in this world will not be easy sailing. Following Christ is akin to being a runner in a marathon, or a soldier in the army, as Paul says (2Tim 2). The runner must commit to sold training if she/he is to win. It is a great shame for a runner to pull out of the race.  A soldier is of no use if he runs away at the first sign of battle. He is a danger to himself and his unit. The commanding officer tries to identify future deserters so as to weed them out. Jesus was doing much the same thing with the crowds that came to him. If men and women did not trust him totally, and commit themselves to him totally, they would not last the distance- so better not to start out. At the very end, of course, they will lose everything they now cling to, including their own life. 

In the end, choosing Jesus is the best choice. Forsaking all now to follow him will prove the most profitable in the end. ‘Whoever loses his life for my sake will save it’ says Jesus (9:24). Do you find following Jesus costly? Are you surprised? Are you disheartened? Following him will be costly but remember the goal, and the prize for which you are running. Jesus will give you eternal life and you will be glorified together with him. In fact, you already have eternal life in Christ. By giving yourself and all you have to Jesus you are assured of completing the race. You cannot do so in your own strength. 

3. Salt is good  

The closing word of this chapter are still related to discipleship even if they were also spoken in other contexts (Mat 5:13). Salt is good. It is used to preserve food and to give it taste. Do you know the story of potato crisps? I heard that these were made a long time ago but did not become popular until 1920 when Mr. Smith hit on the idea of putting salt on them. What would potato crisps be without salt?  What would they be like if something other than sodium chloride was sprinkled on them- something like sand for instance?  How horrible that would be. If salt lost its flavour would it be like sand? 

A disciple of Jesus should be like salt in society. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told his disciples, ‘you are the salt of the earth’ (Mat 5:13). What would this world be like without men and women praying and living as true disciples of Jesus Christ? What would it be like if atheists or followers of other gods had free reign? Sometimes we fail to be the salt that we should be. We cannot be following the world and following Christ at the same time. If you try to be a friend of the world you will cease being salt in it. In fact, you will be repudiated and mocked by the world for being like sand rather than salt in people’s mouths. Speaking of mouths, do make sure that your speech is seasoned with salt. Do not start to speak like worldly people. Do not speak with bitterness, cursing or anger. Speak to one another in love. And act towards one another with salt also. ‘Have salt in yourselves, and have peace with one another’ (Mark 9:50). 
Tragically some sections of the church have lost their saltiness. They call themselves Christian but are not following Christ as demanded by Christ. They mix the ideas of men with the teaching of the Bible.  They decide things by tradition or popular vote rather than what is written in the Bible. They cling to the things of this world, to relics and rituals, to traditions and family, to the treasures and pleasures of the world. Jesus says that if you do not forsake such things you cannot be his disciple. Have you forsaken all to follow Christ? Are you salt and light in this world?  Have you counted the cost, such that you will finish the race?          

Seeking the lost                                                     

Luke 15:1-10


Luke 15 is one of the best known and best loved chapters of the Bible. Here we find parables that occur in every children’s book about the Bible. Surely you have heard the parable of the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost son. Do you love these parables? Are they not at the heart of the gospel, the unique gospel that we believe and that we proclaim? Why is this? Why do we love them? Because they describe the wonderful love of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Do you know his love? If you do I hope you will know it even more deeply after hearing these parables again. If you do not know the love of Jesus for lost sinners I pray you do so after hearing these parables spoken by Jesus. 

Jesus was travelling towards Jerusalem. Great multitudes were following him. The Pharisees, the religious leaders, were jealous and suspicious of Jesus. He was not doing things their way. He spoke against their ways. He told them not to invite family and rich friends to their dinners but to invite the poor, the lame and the blind. Jesus even welcomed sinners to eat with him. This was a ‘big No! No!’ for the morally upright and uptight Pharisee. What would people say if they saw him eating with a tax collector or sinner? A good, moral men like him did not associate with the low-life, outcasts in society.  

These outcasts saw something different in Jesus. He was not like other religious teachers they heard. He welcomed them. He did not preach at them or keep them at arms distance. They could actually sit down and eat with Jesus. The Pharisees could not believe what they saw. They took to grumbling and complaining about ‘this man’ (15:2) - as if he did not have a name. 

Who were these tax collectors and sinners that the Pharisees despised? Tax collectors worked for the Romans who occupied Judea at that time. The Jews hated the Romans and anyone who worked for them. They considered them traitors. Often the tax collectors were corrupt also. They took more than the set tax rate. We know this from the well-known tax collector called Zacchaeus. The story of Zacchaeus is a great illustration of what Jesus teaches in this parable.

1. Lost sheep

Stories about shepherds and sheep are common in the Bible. We have a great shepherd Psalm written by David who was a shepherd. Isaiah speaks of us a sheep who have gone astray. In the rural economy of Israel, the sight of shepherds grazing their sheep was common. Jesus uses this picture in his teaching, especially in John’s gospel. He uses this picture in this parable of the lost sheep.   

Jesus tells of a shepherd who takes his flock of a hundred sheep out to graze. He probably counted them out of the pen in the morning, and then again in the evening as he shut them in for the night. When he counts them in he finds that one is missing. There are only ninety-nine in the flock. What will the shepherd do? Jesus asks the listening Pharisees which one of them would not go in search of the one that is lost, and keep searching until he found it (15:4). Does he search because of the sheep’s economic value? Does he search because he feels sorrow for the lost sheep? Out in the country overnight it might perish. It might be attacked by a wolf or a lion. Jesus does not tell the reason but he knows his listeners, like us, would go in search of the lost sheep. The shepherd searches until he finds his precious sheep. Who knows what difficulty he faced? The children’s book I was reading pictured the lost sheep on the side of a cliff and the shepherd risking his life climbing down to get it. Finding his sheep he hauls it on to his shoulders and carries it back to the sheep pen rejoicing. 

You know the joy of finding something you have lost. I once lost my car keys; they are expensive to replace these days. As I retraced my steps in search of them I remembered putting some rubbish in the red bin after locking the car. After searching the bin I found the keys. I went inside rejoicing- until my wife told me to go and get cleaned up! What about rejoicing when a relative, a friend or even and enemy believes in Jesus Christ? Do we rejoice and welcome new believers into our home or our church; or do we start to question them, or start telling them they must do this and that if they want to belong to this church? 

So the shepherd went home after finding his lost sheep- just a single sheep from his flock of a hundred. He called his friends and neighbours to come and rejoice with him. He was so excited, so happy and so thankful at finding this sheep that he wanted everyone to share in his joy. Even if on earth the Pharisees would not rejoice in the saving of a sinner, Jesus knew that there would be rejoicing in heaven. Parables are simple, uncomplicated stories with a straightforward lesson. Jesus tells us this lesson in verse 7; ‘Just so I tell you, there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance’. Jesus was thinking about a lost man or woman, a lost boy or girl, not a lost sheep. 

The person who is lost is outside the kingdom of God. They are sought out and brought in by Jesus the shepherd. When this individual sinner repents and believes in Jesus they enter his kingdom with great rejoicing. There is joy in heaven over one sinner who repents. They are entering the kingdom of heaven so there is rejoicing in heaven. In the next parable Jesus speaks of joy in the presence of angels. The rejoicing in heaven stands in stark contrast to the grumbling of the Pharisees.

How amazing? We like to celebrate a baptism. We are happy when someone confesses their sin and believes in Jesus Christ, and maybe becomes a member of the church. But do we consider the cosmic consequences of their repentance and belief? Do we see the angels rejoicing in heaven when this sinner is saved? We should not be surprised. After all, it means they are brought into the kingdom of heaven. If you have repented and believed in Jesus you belong to the kingdom of heaven. You are worshipping God along with the holy angels- not through them and not worshipping the angels of course.  

What about the ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance (15:7)? Ryle lists five different explanations put forward regarding these righteous persons, but he and most other commentators see an element of irony here. The Pharisees thought they were righteous; they had no need to repent like tax collectors and sinners. Elsewhere Jesus says that it is not those who are well who have need of a physician, but those who are sick (Mat 9:12). There is probably no significance in the numbers in this parable apart from the significance of the individual, the number one, in the eyes of Jesus and the angels of heaven. 

2. Lost coin

Jesus reinforces his teaching with another parable. He often told parables in pairs- for example, the parable of the mustard seed and the parable of the leaven in Luke 13. There are actually three parables here in Luke 15 but these first two are most similar and have the same lesson. Jesus tells of a woman having ten coins. These were Greek coins called ‘drachma’. They had much the same value as the Roman denarius, which was a day’s wage. Some say these coins were worn as a necklace by married women. Village houses in those days had earthen floors and few windows, so searching for a coin was not easy. The woman had to light a lamp and then sweep the house in order to find this coin. She looks and looks until she finds it. There is no thought of giving up.

It is interesting to reflect from the previous chapter on the matter of counting the cost of discipleship, and of following Jesus. These parables remind us how, at great cost, Jesus searched for us until he found us. Do you realise and appreciate the effort that Jesus went to in order to save you, and the fact that he did not give up even when you went astray. We all like sheep have gone astray but the Son of God came looking for us, and saved us according to his sovereign purpose.

When the woman found her lost coin she called her friends and neighbours to celebrate with her. ‘Rejoice with me’ she said, ‘for I have found the coin which I lost’ (15:9). She is so happy she tells everyone that she has found her lost coin. ‘In the same way there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents’ (15:10). The lesson is the same as with the lost sheep.

Zacchaeus was a lost sheep. Jesus came to town and found him up a tree. He told him to come down and take Jesus to his home. Zacchaeus repented and believed in Jesus. Jesus told him, ‘The Son of Man has come to seek and to save the lost.’  Jesus found Mathew sitting in his tax collector’s booth and said to him, ‘I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance’ (Luke 5:32).

3. Love of Jesus

When the apostle Paul contemplated the love of Jesus he wrote of the difficulty of comprehending such love, and of how it surpasses knowledge. God’s love is so long and so wide, so high and so deep- it is infinite (Eph 3:17-18). It is true, as Jesus said, that, ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son’ (John 3:16), but Jesus reminds us in these parables that his love is for the individual, for each precious soul bearing the image of God. The secular world looks upon people as mere numbers, cogs in a wheel. It sees only the forest and not the individual tree. The humanist’s world, like Hitler’s world, sees the weak, the young and the elderly as a drain upon society’s resources and therefore expendable. 

May the church of God never see an individual as a drain upon its resources? May we never look upon individuals as the Pharisees did, and fail to welcome outcasts and sinners into our midst?  Sometimes sinners are not welcome into churches. The person who is ‘different’ is kept at arm’s length. I read of a Muslim woman who believed in Jesus. She went to church and asked to be baptised but they refused. She went to church after church but none would accept her for baptism. Let us not be those who turn away sinners but welcome the ‘righteous’. If Jesus came to seek and to save the lost then we must do the same. 

At the same time let us remember what we once were. ‘You were like sheep going astray, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls’ (1 Peter 1:25). Ryle writes, ‘He (Jesus) is far more willing to save sinners than sinners are to be saved’. We have nothing to be proud about. Every believer is a sinner saved by grace through faith. No one is born into the kingdom of God. We have been sought out and found by our loving saviour, Jesus Christ. God takes no pleasure in the death of a sinner. Rather, there is rejoicing in heaven when one lost, perishing soul is found and saved.

If you are still lost and know that you are lost, remember Jesus is seeking you. He is seeking you with a love that will find you. When Jesus finds a lost sinner we will all rejoice in the Lord, remembering that there is joy in heaven over one sinner who repents. Is that sinner you?            
Parable of the Prodigal Son                                                 Luke 15:11-24


We could have called this the parable of the lost son as it comes after the parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin. I have kept to the well-known title of the prodigal son, even though we do not see this word much today. ‘Prodigal’ simply means wild, loose living. This son squandered all his money (actually his father’s money), on a wasteful, worldly life-style. He ended up destitute and without friends. He decided to return home and take due reprimand and punishment from his father. But his father did not treat him as expected, and indeed as he deserved. What did he learn from his father’s welcome?  Actually, Jesus does not tell us what this son thought, or how he responded. However, he expects us to learn something from the parable, so let us meditate on it today, even if we have done so before. 

One writer calls this parable the ‘gospel within the gospel’. It is not a simple parable like the previous ones. There are a number of lessons to be learned. In fact, we will only be looking at the first part of the parable today. We need to be careful in calling it the gospel within the gospel. Why is this? What element of the gospel is missing from this parable? The father loves his son. He is overjoyed to see him and takes him in. What part of the gospel is missing?  The cross and atonement for sin! So do not be like some who use, or misuse, this parable to argue that the cross is not central to salvation. God does love us, but as John 3:16 states, ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son’. What does it mean that he gave Jesus?  It means he gave Jesus to die in our place- he is the propitiation for our sins. It means Jesus gave his life that we might live. 

1. Worldly son

‘A certain man had two sons’ (15:11). The initial focus is on the younger son who went to his father asking to have his inheritance now. The father gave him what he wanted, even though such a thing was not commonly done in those days, any more than it is now. The father was very generous. The younger son wanted his freedom. He planned to leave home and enjoy the world, although he did not tell his father at the time. He packed up all his things, pocketed his inheritance money and left. He did not intend coming back. He went to a far country to make sure he was well away from the watchful eyes of his father. 

We can understand the young man’s desire to be free because we see it all the time. Maybe you are, or were, a rebellious young son, keen to get away from overbearing parents. You wanted to get away from the rules and expectations of the family home. So off you went as far away as you could. Soon lots of young people will be heading off to schoolies week. Away from home they will be free to get drunk, try drugs and be sexually immoral. 

Sin is rebellion against God. It is not only young people who rebel. Schoolies week may be new but rebellion is not. Years ago young people wanting to be free of their parents, and of Christian teaching in particular, joined the hippie trail to Asia. In places like India they were free to indulge in sex and drugs and novel spiritual ideas. In fact, the spiritual teaching they heard promoted drugs and sex as part of a new freedom. Today people, young and old, can indulge the flesh in their own room. Pornography is one of the most sought after features of the internet. Not only that, but one can gamble freely on the internet without sneaking out to the TAB. One can even buy drugs on the internet. And all this without anyone knowing- so they think. It is as good as being in a far off country. 

In this far country the young son squandered all he had on wild living (15:13). His brother later accused him of associating with prostitutes (15:30). Clearly he was leading a sinful life, intent on enjoying the pleasures of the world. He later admits his sin and repents. Worldly living has its consequences. It takes its toll on body and soul. Drink and drugs are destructive in the long run. Maybe the young son got into gambling also. Some lose all they have very rapidly in this tragic, sinful activity. When the money ran out the wild living came to a screeching halt. 

As the young man’s money ran out the country was hit by a severe famine. It was out of the frying pan and into the fire. The worldly man does not prepare for such calamities. He lives for the pleasures of today. So he began to be in want (15:14). There was no social welfare so he had to find a job. Social welfare has its downside in that it supports some in their prodigal living. Finding a job was not easy during a famine. In desperation he went to work for a farmer who kept pigs. This young Jew defiled himself by stepping into the pen of these unclean animals. He lost all dignity in taking this lowest of low jobs in the land. 

Dignity had become the least of his concerns. He was starving. Yet even this horrible job did not put enough food in his mouth. ‘He would gladly have filled his stomach with the pods that the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything’ (15:16). The pigs were fed pods from the carob tree, a member of the pea family. You may have tried some roasted carob as a coffee substitute. The young man ended up in with the pigs, thinking about eating their food, if not actually doing so. He is destitute, desperate and completely broken in spirit.   

2. Wise son 

As he languished in the pig pen, the pleasures of the world quickly faded from the mind of this young man. He stopped to think about why he was in this predicament, and about why he had fallen on hard times. It was his sin that brought him low. As Morris writes, ‘Hardship has a wonderful way of bringing men to face the facts’. The son reflected on the starvation he was facing and remembered what he once had in his father’s house. He remembered that even his father’s servants had more than enough to eat (15:17). 
‘He came to himself’ or came to his senses (15:17). This is a key lesson in this parable. This is the turning point. Sin can have the effect of hardening the heart. Some in this son’s position might say, ‘I will work hard and get out of this pig pen’. They will stoically refuse to give in, even though death stares them in the face. But this young man came to his senses before it was too late. He realised that the only one to blame was himself. He had chosen to run off to a far country and make his own life. But his plans failed, as all man’s plans do in the end. As a wise man said, ‘man proposes but God disposes’ (cf. Prov 16:1). It is also written, ‘The wages of sin is death’ (Rom 6:23).

The prodigal son may have heard the wisdom of God in his family home- we are not told. He certainly cut himself off from God’s word by going to a far country to live a worldly life. Sometimes people remember something they learnt in Sunday school when, in their self-centred, worldly life, they fall upon hard times. The thought of death and eternity in hell brings some to their senses- thankfully. 

When David sinned and came to his senses he prayed, ‘Against you, you only have I sinned, and done this evil in your sight’ (Psalm 51:4). The prodigal son said to his father, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you’. As a Jew he would not use God’s name but said heaven instead. What an amazing confession. He had sinned against his human father in wasting all his money. But he had sinned against God also, breaking numerous commandments no doubt. He realises that all sin is against God. Have you come to this realisation? Until you do you will remain wallowing in the pig pen of sin. If you have never confessed, ‘Father God, I have sinned against you’, you are still lost and cut off from Christ and his forgiveness. 

How wonderful that this young man found the way out of his lost condition. The way, not a way! There is no other way of salvation except through confession of sin and forgiveness in Jesus Christ. There is no way of maintaining human pride and being saved from sin. You must humble yourself before the Lord and then he will lift you up. This is the problem with so much human wisdom and counselling. This is why so many see no way out of their predicament and choose death. There is a way out but it means humbling yourself before God. It means confessing your sin. It means going to God and asking him to forgive you and lift you up. Almighty God promises to do that. He is faithful and just and will forgive, even if your fellow man will not. 

‘I am no longer worthy to be called your son’ (15:19). How many Christians today have prayed such words? I have heard people proudly say they are a Christian because all their family are Christians. Others say they became a Christian because they like Jesus teaching, or because of the good morals, or because they like the choir and the rituals. Have you ever prayed, ‘I am not worthy to be called your son’? Do you realise that God is holy and hates sin? Do you realise how your sin offends God, and how far your sin has separated you from God? You must humble yourself before God and confess your sin, and know that it is by grace and grace alone that you are reconciled to God. 

3. Welcoming father

‘When he was still a long way off his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him’ (15:20). The son coming to his senses and confessing his sin is one great lesson in this parable. Here is the other. Is there any other verse in the Bible that better describes God’s love for lost souls?  

In the previous parables we saw the shepherd searching for his lost sheep, and the woman searching for her lost coin. They were to prepare us for this great verse, the father seeking his lost son. He was not out searching but was clearly watching out every day for his son to be found. He saw his son coming when he was still a long way off. And when he saw him, he ran down the road to welcome him. He embraced his lost son and kissed him like never before. The young son was surprised? Why? Because he expected to be reprimanded and punished for what he had done? What he expected was to be made a servant. He managed to make his confession to his father and say that he was no longer worthy to be called his son (15:24), but that was as far as he got. This was necessary, and it was all that was necessary. He did not get to say, ‘Make me like one of your servants’. It was the prerogative of the father what he would do with him. Our confession must never be conditional. We do not confess our sin as part of a bargain. Some try this: ‘I will become a Christian if you heal my mother’; ‘I will become a Christian if I can keep my good job’.  

The father quickly organised a welcome party for his lost son. He would rejoice with all his household- except the elder son. He would dress him like a son, not a servant. He would kill the calf reserved for a VIP guest. There is rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents (15:7). This rejoicing is led by God the Father, our creator and redeemer. ‘My son was dead and is alive again, he was lost and is found’ (15:24). This is the final lesson- repeated in verse 32. The sinner was not punished because someone else took this punishment. The father forgives him on this basis. 

In this parable Jesus teaches the wonderful love and grace of the Father who delights to forgive our sins. He has not dealt with us as our sins deserve, as the Psalmist says (Ps 103:10). Do you know such wonderful forgiveness? Have you prayed, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you’?

The sour son                                                               


Luke 15:25-32


It is a sober fact that most problems faced by churches arise not from the outside but from inside. We like to think that our greatest threat is from atheists or other religions, but most church problems are self-inflicted. They are in-house problems. Legalism, traditionalism or plain pride and jealousy are often the cause of division and demise. Sometimes it is corruption or immorality. Churches can become inward looking and focussed on preserving member’s privileges and rights. We sometimes say, 'like a social club', but even clubs are eager to gain new members. Some churches complain of an ageing membership but do little to change the situation. 

The religious leaders of Jesus’ day were focussed on their rights and privileges. The Pharisees were very careful about who came into their ‘club’, the club of God’s holy people as they thought. Jesus challenged their attitudes and actions. The parables of Luke 15 were directed at the Pharisees because they were grumbling about Jesus welcoming sinners and eating with them. They were practising religious apartheid, and Jesus would have none of it. 

The well-known parable of the prodigal son teaches us of the amazing love of God for individual human beings who are lost; lost because of their sin. It teaches us of the necessity of realising our ‘lostness’, of coming to our senses, going to God and confessing our sin. The searching love of God becomes a forgiving love and a rejoicing love. ‘For this my son was dead but is alive again; he was lost and is found. And they began to celebrate’ (15:24). But the parable does not end here, even if many think it does, or should do. Jesus began by saying, ‘a certain man had two sons’ (15:11). There was no point putting two sons into the parable if he only needed one. Jesus goes on to tell of the reaction of the older son and his relationship to the father. Just as there are lessons in the first section of the parable, so there are lessons here in the second, lessons for the Pharisees, the Jews and for us.

1. Stay outside

The older son was out in the field when his brother came back. He was doing his work as he had always done. Maybe it was knock-off time when he approached the homestead and heard music and dancing. The music and dancing would have been from professional entertainers. He asked a servant what was going on. He was told that his brother had come home and that his father was so relieved and happy that he had killed the fatted calf and organised this celebration.

Was he happy that his little brother, his only brother had come back in one piece? Did he drop everything and race to join the celebration? No! He did not go in, and would not go in even when his father came out and pleaded with him. His father and everyone else were happy, but not this son. He was angry. ‘He was angry and would not go in’ (15:28). Why not? Did he not love his brother and want to welcome him home? Apparently not. A jealous anger was aroused in his soul. A binding bitterness took hold on him. He was like Cain when his brother’s offering was accepted and not his. ‘Sin lies at the door and its desire is for you’ (Gen 4:7). He was in danger of following in the footsteps of Joseph’s brothers who, out of jealousy, wanted to kill him.  

The father in this parable came out and pleaded with his older son. He was not showing favouritism. He loved the older son just as he loved the younger. He wanted him to come and rejoice in his younger son being found. But anger in his heart prevented him from going in; he stayed outside.  

2. Self-righteous

The older son told his father how he had been slaving on the farm for many years and yet got no appreciation, no fatted calf to celebrate with his friends. He was not given as much as a kid goat. He obeyed all his father’s orders; he never broke any of the rules and look what thanks he got. Look indeed at the fuss that was being made over the younger son who had squandered all his wealth with wild living. This older brother accused him of gross wickedness with prostitutes, though he probably had no proof of this. All he could see in his brother was sin. He could not see that he was a changed young man. Even if his father saw this and forgave him, this older son was not about to forgive him or let his past be forgotten. How we love to remind others of their past sins. Even if we have forgiven them we do not let them forget that we have forgiven them for that terrible sin. What sort of forgiveness is that? When God forgives us he does not keep reminding us of our sin (Ps 103:12). 
The older brother saw his brother’s sin but was blind to his own sin. This is what the Pharisees were like. In his preaching Jesus said, 'First take the log out of your own eye, then you will be able to see clearly to remove the speck in your brother’s eye’ (Mat 7:5). He also said, ‘Whoever is angry with his brother will be in danger of the judgment’ (Mat 5:22). The Pharisees were not listening to Jesus. They thought he was preaching at others, not them. Surely his message was for sinners, not righteous men like us! Are there people like this today? Are there people who tell themselves that the word they are hearing is for other people not them? Self-righteousness is very dangerous because it stops us from seeing our own sin. It stops us from confessing our sin. Self-righteousness is like a mask which hides our sin from others and from ourselves. Good works and keeping the rules do nothing to put a lid on jealousy or anger in our hearts. 

I was listening to a preacher called Jerry Bridges. Years ago I read his book ‘The pursuit of holiness’. He was speaking about another book called ‘Respectable sins’. While we are all aware of gross sins like murder, adultery, rape, and child abuse- I am tempted to follow the media definition rather than the Bible as you can see. But what about the use of the tongue- not just lying but rumour and gossip. More churches are destroyed by gossip than murder. Jerry’s final word was, ‘The greatest impediment to the gospel today is the sense of one’s own goodness’. Pharisaism is alive and well.   

3. Servant not son

What did the older son understand about sonship? The Jews said to Jesus, ‘we have one Father- God’ (Jn 8:41); but if this was so they would love God’s Son. This brother did not share his father’s love for his brother. He spoke with contempt of, ‘this son of yours’ (15:30). He did not understand his father’s love, for him or his brother. The Pharisees did not know what being a son of God meant. They did not know the love of God. All they knew was the law and the ritual of circumcision. 

The young son came home repenting of his sin. He said, ‘Father, I have sinned’ (15:21). But this angry son did not begin with, ‘Father’; he said, ‘Look!’ (15:29 NIV) or 'Look here'. He went on to talk about all his hard work and obedience, and to complain, ‘You never gave me a young goat’. The word 'serving' in verse 29 is actually the word 'slave'. He saw himself as a slave. The younger son felt unworthy to be a son, but by grace was made a son, while the older son saw himself as a slave because he did not know the love of the father. 
Again this reflects the attitude of the Pharisees and legalists. Is there any reference to Pharisees rejoicing? Have you seen a legalist rejoicing? Slaves do not get to rejoice in the presence of the king but a son does. Jesus told his disciples to abide in his love. He said, ‘These things I have spoken to you that my joy may remain in you and that your joy may be full’ (Jn 15:11). He went on to command them, ‘Love one another as I have loved you’ and to call them friends rather than servants. Jesus came to set us free from slavery and make us sons of God. The Pharisees did not see themselves as sons because they never saw themselves as slaves to sin. 

The parable about the Pharisee and the tax collector in prayer is a good commentary on this parable (Luke 18:9f). The Pharisee stood and prayed to himself. All he spoke about was his good works, his fasting and tithing. The tax collector, like the younger son, confessed his sin saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner’. He went home justified. He went home knowing the love of God the Father and rejoicing in this love.

4. Seeing God’s grace

The father called the older brother ‘son’ even though the son had not called him ‘father’ (15:31). He reminded this son that, ‘all I have is yours’. He was reaching out to this son, pleading for him to come in and rejoice with him over finding the lost son. But he would not go in. Well might the listening Pharisees have pondered these gracious words? Clearly they were the target of this parable. The apostle Paul was once a proud Pharisee but was humbled by the risen Jesus. He came to know the grace of God in salvation, but few of his countrymen did. He came to see his good works as filthy rags; his own righteousness as dung. He was grieved to see most Jews still trusting in their law-keeping and their rituals. They had so many advantages, which he actually lists in Romans 9, but they did not see how privileged they were. They had the Scriptures, the word of God. They had the living Word, Jesus, the Son of God, but refused to accept the grace of God revealed in Jesus Christ. Sadly, as Ryle puts it, ‘Our Jewish elder brother still stands without and refuses to come in’.

What a curse it is to have a proud, unrepentant heart. No wonder Gentile sinners understood the grace of God better than the self-righteous Jews. No wonder the churches that are growing today are those which welcome sinners who understand the grace of God and rejoice in the Lord. No wonder those that only welcome self-righteous Christians like themselves are filled with bitterness and infighting. May the grace of God be known and praised among us.  

The father told the son that it was necessary that he celebrate the return of his brother, ‘who was lost and is found, who was dead but is alive’ (15:32). Though he called him, ‘this son of yours’, the father reminds him that he is his brother. The father pleaded with this son to come in but did not force him. Nor did he cancel the celebrations to please the older son. Loving explanation and pleading ought to have been sufficient. Besides, it was right that they should celebrate. The previous parables spoke about joy in heaven over one sinner who repents. This truth is reinforced here. The joy of true salvation cannot be quenched. Do you know such joy? Do you share in the joy of another’s salvation or do you get a bit ‘censorious’, as Leon Morris says. 

We might profitably reflect on what Morris writes; ‘Unless we are very unusual, we can also see ourselves as the elder brother. It is a common human failing to think we are not appreciated as we should be, that people do not give us the credit for what we have done’. And this is when a censorious attitude or even jealousy knocks on our door. May we be alert and act quickly to quench such an attitude and let the love of God flood our hearts and lives.  

Parable of the dishonest manager                                           Luke 16:1-13

Our children sometimes say we should be good to them because it will be them who choose our nursing home, and them who visit us in the home. We, of course, tell them to be good to us if they want an inheritance! On the whole, it is best if we keep the future in mind as we speak and interact with each other day by day.
The parable of the dishonest manager or the unjust steward is one of the most difficult parables to understand. We think of Jesus using parables to help explain his teaching; but what about this parable?  We do not take it as an allegory, as ancient commentators did, but see just one main point coming from it. The difficulty is that the point seems to commend the dishonesty of the steward or house manager. Opponents of the gospel are quick to tell us that in this parable Jesus commends dishonesty. But it is the servant’s master who commends him, not Jesus. Yet difficulties remain. This parable follows the parable of the prodigal son who squandered his father’s wealth. This chapter is about a man who wasted or squandered his master’s goods (16:1). The theme of stewardship and worldly wealth links it back to the chapter 15, as does the very introduction to this chapter which reads ‘He also said to his disciples’.  

1. Unrighteous steward

A certain rich man had a steward or manager of his business. In this position of trust he had great responsibility and authority. But the rich man had reason to accuse this steward of corruption- literally, wasting or squandering his goods. Just what he was doing with the owner’s money we are not told.  

A glance to today’s newspapers will give us a few options. Maybe he was gambling with the boss’s money. Maybe he was buying expensive wine. Did you read of Mike Williamson buying a bottle for over $1000 with union funds?  Maybe he was associating with prostitutes like another union man, and like the prodigal son was accused of doing.  Whatever it was, the master found out, called him to account, and gave him notice (16:2).   

The steward, like the prodigal son, thought about his options. He did so quickly and decisively. He was losing his job. What would he do? He was not fit for manual work, and he was too proud to beg. Suddenly he got a bright idea. He decided to do a favour to all the master’s creditors and then they would be obliged to return the favour. This was smart worldly thinking. ‘So he called every one of his master’s debtors’ (16:5). They took out their bill and he adjusted it, lowering the amount they owed his master. One owed a hundred measures or about 3000litres of oil (olive oil). He discounted this by 50%. Another man owed a hundred measures of wheat. He took his bill and discounted it by 20%. He may have had the authority to do this, but this does not mean it was the right thing to do. He was doing this for his own selfish gain. He was defrauding his master. 

Some commentators question whether or not he was actually defrauding his master. They suggest that he was just removing the commission or ‘tip’ that he had added to the bill for himself- 50% is a rather large commission! This idea is plausible and certainly makes understanding the master’s commendation easier for us to accept- although it is hard to go along with the idea that he was ‘sacrificing what he could take now’ (Bock). The difficulty with this idea is that the text says he was an unjust or unrighteous steward, not a self-sacrificing one (16:8). 

Another view is that the discount was an interest charge that was illegal under Jewish law (Exod 22:25). They had their ways of getting around this law; the bill was simply inflated. So when a man borrowed eighty measures of wheat an interest component of twenty measures was added to the bill without itemising it. Interest is not interest if it not called interest- so the reasoning goes! So what the steward was doing was cutting off this illegal interest component. Whether or not the master was in on this is another question. Either way, he could do little to reverse the steward’s decision because he would be exposing what was illegal in the first place. The master had to acknowledge the cleverness of the steward. 

A third view is that by discounting the bills the steward was defrauding the master. This is the more traditional view and one that clearly portrays the steward as dishonest. He is called a dishonest or unjust steward in the parable, so there is really no point in trying to argue that he was doing the right thing by removing his commission or some interest that was illegally charged. The master commends him for being shrewd, not just. He was a clever financial operator. Morris seems to favour the idea of illegal interest but acknowledges that the man has been dishonest from the beginning. He writes, ‘if it is not a matter of usurious contracts we must feel that the master appreciated that he had been outwitted by a smart rogue and paid his tribute to the wisdom, though not the morality, of the act. He did not say he was pleased’. 

‘For the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than the sons of light’ (16:8b). This is how Jesus ends the parable.  In this parable he has demonstrated how worldly people are clever or shrewd in using their resources and in dealing with their own kind. They are clever in looking to their own gain, and that in the long term. They are more shrewd than the disciples of Jesus, the Light of the world. This is a comment more than a criticism or lesson. The lesson comes in the next verse. 

2. Unrighteous mammon

 ‘And I say to you’ (16:9). Here is the lesson, or at least one aspect of the lesson of this parable. Yet what this lesson actually is not easy to discern. What is ‘unrighteous mammon’? And what is ‘an everlasting home’? The picture comes from the parable where the steward operates on the books to secure for himself an earthly home. Mammon is an Aramaic word for money or worldly possessions. The word ‘unrighteous’ reminds us ‘that all too often it is acquired in unworthy ways’. Few rich people can claim to have become rich without some ‘clever’ financial deals- like failing to pay workers properly (James 5:4).  What rich man has not been hard-hearted towards the poor, liken the rich man in the following parable (16:19).

When it all boils down, what man or woman, rich or poor, has not at some time enriched themselves by unrighteous gain?  Money and possessions in themselves are not evil of course, but the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil (1Tim 6:10). Mammon is purely worldly stuff. It is of no use in the world to come. The person who stores up wealth as if it will secure their eternal future is a fool (Luke 12:20).  Earthly treasure is prone to being stolen or decay (Mat 6:19). The wise person will use their worldly wealth to make friends rather than sitting on their treasure worrying all the time. 

The steward was commended for his worldly wisdom, not his dishonesty. The prodigal son was also worldly wise with his wealth. He gained friends for a while, but then it failed. This failure led him to return to his father’s home. What a contrast between the homes of his friends made by wealth, and the home of his father. The unjust steward thought of his future with worldly wisdom. He used the resources available to him to prepare for his future. What does heavenly wisdom say to us? It says that mammon cannot secure our long term future. It says that mammon will fail. But is also says to prepare for our future, our eternal future. If the worldly wise, the sons of this world, prepare for their earthly future then the heavenly wise, sons of the light, should prepare for their heavenly future. 
Such thoughts help us to understand the ‘everlasting home’ in verse 9. This refers to heaven, the eternal home of true disciples of Jesus. But what is the ‘they’ who will receive you into an eternal home?  It can hardly be the friends you made with worldly wealth. Morris writes, ‘we have a common Jewish use of the plural to mean ‘God’, in accordance with the tendency to avoid using the divine name. It is God who receives men into heaven’. There are, as we know, angels of God in heaven (Luke 15:10). If the worldly steward was decisive and serious about using available resources to secure his earthly future, should not the disciples of Christ be decisive and serious about securing their heavenly home? This is not to say that we get to heaven by our works. But disciples should apply themselves to honour and serve God by their uses of resources (Bock). ‘Where there is no honesty, there is no grace’ says Ryle.

3. Use of mammon

Verses 10-13 are linked to the preceding verses through a focus on unrighteous mammon (16:11, 13). But they are indirect rather than direct lessons from the parable. It is better to see a break after verse 9, rather than speak of ‘applications extending in various directions’ (Morris); this idea leads Bock to conclude that the point of the parable is, ‘be generous and responsible with your resources’. Jesus goes on to talk about faithful use of worldly resources, but this is not the main point of the parable. 
The love of money is sinful. Trusting in one’s wealth is foolish. Yet we live in this world using money and the resources of this world. What should be our attitude towards such things? Jesus’ first point is to be faithful in the use of whatever we have. Everything we have is from God who created all things and sustains all things. We all have a measure of resources and must be honest and wise in our use of these. If the rich man is unfaithful in not paying proper wages, so is the poor person who steals in some other way- maybe by not returning incorrect change given by a cashier. What a little thing this is, but honesty is not a relative matter, it is an absolute. The rich man who cheats his workers may have started out on the factory floor cheating his boss of work time or goods.

Jesus says those who are faithful and scrupulously honest in little things will be faithful in big things. The unjust steward was being sacked for squandering his master’s goods. He went on to defraud his master big time. With such a reputation he knew no one else would give him a job. ‘If you have not been faithful with unrighteous mammon who will commit to your trust true riches’ (16:11). How we use money carries over into how we use spiritual resources- such as the Bible. ‘Dishonesty about money is a sure sign of a heart not being right in the sight of God’ says Ryle. If we are dishonest in small things who will trust us? You would not want a man like the unjust steward handling the church finances.  

Bock says, ‘Handling wealth is a preparatory lesson for other responsibilities before God’. This applies to the use of natural resources as well as money. Christians get caught up in the debate between environmentalists and big business, between those who worship nature and those who exploit it. But there is another way, the way of faithful, responsible stewardship of God’s creation. This means using what God has created in the way that pleases him. If you are not faithful in what belongs to someone else, who will give you what is your own? (16:12). What we do with the money and resources we have on earth is important to God. Stewardship means contentment, not greed.  Stewardship means sharing, not selfishness. Whatever you do, do it as to the Lord (Col 3:23). ‘If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. Therefore whether we live or die we are the Lord’s. For to this end Christ died and rose and lived again, that he might be Lord of both the dead and the living (Rom 14:8, 9). 
It all comes down to faithfully serving the Lord today, tomorrow and forever. You cannot serve God and mammon (16:13). Jesus said the same thing in Matthew 6:24, while telling his disciples to lay up treasure in heaven. ‘For where your treasure is there your heart will be also’. Serve the Lord here on earth with all you are and all you have, and you will be fit to serve him in the kingdom of heaven. 

Lovers of money and the law                                                  Luke 16:14-18

Have you listened to one of the popular preachers on the TV? I once heard such a man explaining why he lived in a mansion and drove a Rolls Royce. These things were signs of God’s blessing, he said. Driving around in anything less would not do for a servant of God. How can you say God is blessing you if you drive a Toyota Camry? Such reasoning is quite common today, and it is not new. It all boils down to covetousness. It is about the love of money and love for the things of this world. Driving around in a fancy car might impress your friends, but it does not impress God, who knows your heart. 

If such ‘blessings’ attract anyone to the kingdom it is the kingdom of this world not the kingdom of God. As Jesus said to the Pharisees, ‘You make him twice as much a son of hell as you are’ (Mat 23:15). It is not unlike the dishonest manager cleverly furthering his own purposes in this world. Some of these popular preachers have been shown to be very shrewd in their financial accounting. Morris concludes, ‘The covetous like to disguise their sin and see their money as evidence of the blessing of God on their activity’.
The verses we come to today are not easy to tie together. Some refer to them as an interlude between two parables about worldly wealth. These verses are still about money but move over to matters of the law. This is because Jesus is once again speaking to the Pharisees. The parable of the dishonest manager was addressed to his disciples but the Pharisees were still listening. When Jesus made the point that no one can serve God and mammon, the Pharisees scoffed or sneered at Jesus (16:14). They disagreed with what he said and expressed this by ridicule rather than rational argument.

1. Lovers of money

Luke says that the Pharisees were ‘lovers of money’ (16:14). What an amazing thing to say of these religious leaders who prayed on street corners and openly gave tithes of all they possessed. How could they be lovers of money? Luke knew that they not only prayed for widows, but preyed on them (Mat 23:14). Lovers of money are disqualified from being elders in the church (see 1Tim 3:3). The love of money is the root of all kinds of evil (1Tim 6:10).

Men may hide this sin under the cloak of faithful tithing, or by saying it is God blessing them. They may even hide under the cloak of giving to the poor, but God knows the heart (16:15). What does God see as he looks at people today? Is there a heathen heart that does not love money? Look around our city today and ask yourself are people serving God or mammon. The whole advertising industry is based on covetousness. The whole gambling ‘industry’, so called, is based on the love of money. We could go on, but it is good to stop and consider how different our city would be if men and women did not love money. It is important that you who believe what Jesus says, stop and consider where you belong in this city. Are you different from the lover of money next door? Are you tempted to brush off what Jesus said, even if you do not scoff like the Pharisees?  Many Christians think they can follow the world in its love of money and also follow Jesus, who says you cannot serve God and money.  

The Pharisees were clearly mistaken in their understanding of God. They justified their actions but this did not mean they were justified by God. I pray you are not mistaken in your understanding of God. God is loving but he is also holy, and jealous for his glory. He is not pleased when you let money matters keep you from worshipping God. Is it double pay that people get on Sundays? Does this not show that you love money more than God? You can of course, like the Pharisees, justify your actions. You say you have to provide for your family, or maybe you vow to give your tithe, or give to the poor. But God looks on the heart. He asks you if you love Him more than you love money.

Money is highly valued by people around us (16:15). ‘Money talks’ they say. Look at how money talks for Clive Palmer. Look at how money talks for Gina Rinehart. She can hire the best lawyers to threaten any who dare speak against her. Money talks in some churches also; those controlling the money make the decisions. Our forebears in this church took a stand against the rich being the ones to choose their minister. Money also talks in churches that preach the prosperity gospel. Have you noticed a lack of such churches in poorer suburbs?

Jesus said that what is highly valued among men is not highly valued by God. In fact, he says such values are an abomination in the sight of God (16:15). This is a very strong word. Jesus was not backing down from his statement that one cannot serve God and mammon, even if they sneered at him. If you say everyone is doing it, and I will be left behind and I will go hungry if I do not join in, then so be it. You are admitting you love money more than you love God. You are not trusting God to supply all your needs according to his riches in glory ion Christ Jesus (Phil 4:19). The love of money has stopped many from following Jesus; like the Pharisees and the rich young ruler of Luke 18. The love of money has also led some to stray from the faith. Will you be careful not to follow them? Be careful not to stumble on this huge and well-worn stumbling stone.

2. Law and the kingdom

The Pharisees prided themselves in their observance of the law. They were not concerned about matters of the heart. So what if God knows the heart; the important thing for them was observing the law of God. This was the mistake of their fathers who were condemned by the prophets. They were happy to ignore the prophets and focus on the law. But Jesus said they could not do this, especially since He, the living word of God, has come. In Jesus a new era had dawned. God was now relating to his people under a new covenant, a covenant tied to the blood of Jesus Christ. The old covenant, as set forth the first five books of the Bible and the prophets, was coming to an end. John the Baptist was the last of the OT prophets. He marked the end of this era (16:16). With the coming of Jesus the kingdom of God was being revealed. Jesus is the king of this kingdom; this kingdom that is not of this world. The Pharisees had gone out to hear John preach. He was different. He challenged them to repent in order to be forgiven of their sin. John pointed them to one coming after him, namely Jesus. 

Jesus came preaching the kingdom of God. He said, ‘The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe in the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). The Pharisees tolerated John but would not accept Jesus. They saw the crowds following Jesus and listening to him. But instead of listening themselves, they became jealous. As the ‘Light of the world’ shone in their midst they chose to remain in the darkness. Nothing that Jesus preached was contrary to the Scriptures. It may have been different to their interpretation of the Scriptures, but if they had humbly listened to Jesus they would have seen what the crowds were seeing. They would have seen that no man ever spoke like this man. They would have seen that no man ever did such mighty works as Jesus. But they rejected Jesus out of hand, while the crowds were asking, ‘Could this be the Christ?’

’And everyone is pressing into it’, into the kingdom of God (16:16). The word ‘pressing’ carries the sense of force or violence, or at least determination and great earnestness. ‘Everyone’ simply means a large number, not every individual. But what does Jesus mean by people ‘forcing their way into it’. Some finding difficulty with this idea and translate as, ‘everyone is forcefully urged into it’ (the ESV has this as a marginal reading) as if it means forceful preaching. But Jesus elsewhere spoke of taking the kingdom by force (Mat 11:12).  

What did the Pharisees see with regard to Jesus? They saw crowds following him; sometimes Jesus could not move because of the crush. He had to teach from a boat, or on the mountainside. They saw men put their friend down through the roof in order to get near Jesus. They saw determination. Even when they threatened people with excommunication or violence they saw a determination to follow Jesus (John 9).  

Entering the kingdom of God requires determination and self-sacrifice. It requires a readiness to be persecuted. Most of the apostles were martyred. Paul escaped numerous attempts on his life. The history of the church is a history of persecution and violent attack by groups and governments. Still today Christians are the most persecuted people in the world. Those entering the kingdom must be men and women of determination. No one wanting an easy life or wanting to be popular with the world will enter the kingdom of God. Why then are we surprised when people mock us and ridicule us and even become violent towards us? 

3. Law remains

The Pharisees accused Jesus of breaking the Law of Moses, especially the Sabbath law. He appeared to them to be throwing out the law, with his preaching about his kingdom of God. But this was all part of their blindness. Jesus said in his Sermon on the Mount, ‘Do not think I have come to destroy the law or the prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfil. For assuredly, I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away one jot or one tittle will by no means pass from the law till all is fulfilled’ (Mat 5:17-18). Jesus is saying the same thing here in Luke 16 verse 17. A ‘tittle’ is a small projection on a Hebrew letter. 
Jesus spoke of Scripture as, ‘what is written’. He came to fulfil what is written not do away with. These words must have come as a surprise to the Pharisees. They should have thought again about accusing him of breaking the law. The truth was, it was they who were breaking the law by adding extra laws; laws of men, not God. They were selective in their reading of the law and the prophets. Still today Jews do not read Isaiah 53. If they did so with humble hearts they could not fail to see Jesus of Nazareth fulfilling every detail of this prophecy. 

Jesus does not let up on his condemnation of the Pharisees, the lovers of money who would ridicule his teaching and criticize him for breaking the law. Jesus was preaching a new dispensation, a dispensation that was foretold in the law and the prophets. He was not disobeying any Scripture. Jesus turned the focus back on the Pharisees. They were the ones guilty of breaking the law. Although he does not accuse them directly, they were guilty of breaking the law on adultery. A leading Pharisees called Hillel allowed men to divorce their wives for the most trivial of reasons- like spoiling the dinner. How shameful. They made a mockery of the law through easy divorce laws as they sought the esteem of men rather than the glory of God. The law on adultery remains, along with the other laws given by God. This law comes into play in divorce, which God says he hates anyway (Mal 2:16). Marriage is ordained by God and he takes marriage vows seriously- even if human courts do not. A person who divorces his wife and marries again is guilty of breaking the seventh commandment. Perhaps the Pharisees did not realise this – any more than people do today. Separation is not necessarily a sin (1Cor 7:5), but remarriage means committing adultery, unless the only valid reason for divorce is the reason for the divorce (Mat 19:9). 
The Pharisees, who sneered at Jesus teaching about money, certainly got a lecture from Jesus in these few verses. They were lovers of money who thought they could hide their covetousness from God- a big mistake. The kingdom of God was being preached and people were pressing into it, but not the Pharisees- a big mistake. They thought they were right with God and Jesus and all his followers were in the wrong- another big mistake.      

The rich man and Lazarus 1                                              
Luke 16:19-26

Have you ever wondered what happens after you die?  I am sure you have. It is one of the two great questions people have: where did we come from, and where do we go? The second question is more pertinent because death is just around the corner. Some begin to look at their body, see that they are 66% water, with the rest being organic and inorganic chemicals. If our body is cremated we become a handful of ashes. But is there more to our being than just the water and the chemicals we are made of? Most people believe there is some form of existence after death, be it reincarnation or paradise or heaven. Beliefs about the afterlife are wide ranging because no one has come back for the other side to tell us what is there- except for Jesus. Individuals who have been brain dead for a few minutes and then recover face a barrage of questions about what they saw or heard on the other side. In contrast, the testimony of the only man to have come out of the grave in a resurrected body is largely ignored. If you who want to listen to what Jesus has to say, the story of the rich man and Lazarus is a good place to start. It teaches us about the reality of death, about two vastly different destinations after death, and the impossibility of changing stations after arrival. The Bible tells us all we need to know about these eternal destinations, and above all how to avoid the place of everlasting torment. 
Some scholars prefer to call these verses an ‘example story’ rather than a parable- although I notice they end up referring to ‘this parable’. The reason for this is that this is the only parable which names a man- the man Lazarus. But everything else looks like a parable. It begins, ‘there was a certain rich man’ just liken the previous parable. Of course it goes beyond a rural scene or earthly picture because it a picture beyond this world. Why the beggar is named Lazarus we are not told. This is a common name, coming from the Hebrew ‘Eliezer’, meaning ‘God helps’. He is not the Lazarus Jesus raised from the dead, although that Lazarus does come to mind when the rich man asks for someone from the dead to go to his brothers. The Pharisees, who were the target of this parable, wanted to kill, rather than question, that Lazarus.   

1. Comfort now

This parable is one of sharp contrasts, and ironic twists. The first contrast is between two men during their life on earth. One was a rich man and the other poor. The rich man lived in luxury, wearing fancy clothes and feasting on the finest food every day (16:19). Purple dye was very expensive, being made from a rare shellfish. Fine linen was for underwear- a bit like having silk underwear. This man enjoyed the good life, the very best that money could buy. Whether or not he shared any of this with friends we are not told. What we are told is that he shared nothing with the beggar who sat at his grand gates everyday day. 

This poor beggar was called Lazarus; not that the rich man would have known his name (16:20). It is ironic that the rich man has no name, but the beggar does. Lazarus was not independent like the rich man but was dependent on others to help him. He was probably disabled in some way. It seems he was taken by someone to sit at the gate. He was always hungry, hoping to get hold of some scraps from the mansion beyond the gate (16:21). He probably saw loads of food being taken in each day and maybe picked up a scrap or two that fell from the garbage being taken out- not that the owner intended this to happen. Poverty is often accompanied by sickness. This man needed medicine as well as food. But the only medical help he got was from dogs that came and licked his sores (16:21). It is ironic that the stray dogs showed more concern for him that the rich man. Man’s inhumanity to man can be startling. 

Jesus describes two human beings, two men made in the image of God, living next door to each other. Was either of them living a sinful life? Both were born in sin, but what about repentance? There is no mention of the state of their hearts, but the life a man lives reflects the state of his heart. Riches in themselves are not sinful, but the love of money is. The life of this rich man showed he was a lover of money, just like the Pharisees (16:14). 

The Ten Commandments were given to Moses in the form of negatives, or ‘do nots’- eg. do not murder. Jesus put these into a positive format when he said, ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, all you soul, and all your mind, and love your neighbour as yourself’. Failure to love is a sin. There are sins of commission and sins of omission. Failing to help a brother in obvious need is a sin (cf. Mat 25:40-43). The rich man went to hell, not because he was rich but because he was selfish and failed to help his neighbour, as commanded by Jesus. His thoughts were only for himself and his comfort. He gave no thought to Lazarus. Nor it appears did he give any thought to death and the judgment.

2. Comfort after death

‘So it was the beggar died, and was carried by angels to the bosom of Abraham’ (16:22). It is not said he was buried; maybe he was thrown into an unmarked grave. But what Jesus indicates is that he went to heaven. Angels are real -they are God’s messengers. Abraham is real. He died and went to heaven where he is now alive (Mat 22:32). Abraham was revered by the Jews as their father. He is the father of the faithful. Being in the bosom of Abraham means to be close and to be comforted. It means to be in the place of honour, as it was for John being in the bosom of Jesus (John 13:23). Lazarus, who lived in poverty and misery experiencing only the ‘evil things’ of this world (16:25), was at rest in the bosom of Abraham. He had no comforts in this world, but passing through the door of death brought him to the place of everlasting comfort.

Not so for the rich man. He also died and was buried. He had a huge funeral. Famous singers would have been hired to send him off in style. Maybe he had a gold plated coffin. But it made no difference to the fact that he was dead. He died just like the beggar at his gate. But death was a momentary passing for these two men. They were soon in very different places. The contrast between these after-death places is even greater than their in-life places. This time however, it is the poor man who is comforted. The rich man is in terrible torment.

3. Chasm

The rich man was in Hades and the poor man in heaven. Hades is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word ‘Sheol’ meaning ‘place of the dead’. But in the NT it is used, along with the word ‘Gehenna’, to mean ‘hell’- so the NIV translates it as ‘hell’. Saved people are never spoken of as being in Hades. In this parable it is clear that Hades is a place of torment, not a quiet waiting room. It is also clear that there is no escape from this place. The parable pictures these men as arriving at their respective destinations for eternity. 
Some people ask how come the rich man has a body, since the resurrection of the body will not occur until Jesus returns. This is true, but here, as in other passages of Scripture, such as the thief on the cross (Luke 23:43), the saved person is pictured as being in paradise with the Lord when he dies. Similarly, persons who die as unsaved sinners are pictured as being in hell, for that is certainly their end. There is no such place as purgatory. There is no such place as nothingness or annihilation. How tragic it is when people who say they believe the Bible teach such error. A Jehovah’s Witness told me hell is on earth. She said all the unsaved, that is all people minus the 144,000, simply return to the dust when the die. They have found a verse in Ecclesiastes (Eccl 3:20) which says, ‘All go to one place; all are from the dust and all return to the dust’. Do they think the Jesus who tells this parable and speaks in other places about hell, did not know this verse?
Lazarus never speaks in this parable. He accepts his tough life without blaming God or anyone else. The rich man does not speak either, until he gets to hell. There he cries out because of the torment and torture. Severe bodily pain made him cry out for mercy. How disturbing it is when people say they prefer to go to hell if that is where their mates are. The rich man was not rejoicing with his mates in hell. He was not continuing to party as he did on earth. Maybe they are joking when they say this but hell is no joking matter. 
What the rich man saw when he lifted up his eyes was Abraham. But Abraham was not in hell; he was a long way off. Still he cried out, ‘Father, Abraham’ (16:24). This was the man he called ‘father’ on earth, and believed he was saved because he was a descendant of Abraham. Jesus was speaking this parable to the Pharisees who believed such things. For all his earthly life the rich man only ever looked at himself. He never saw the beggar at his gate because he only looked at himself. He never looked up and beyond his mirror. Mirrors get a real working out in our narcissistic society. Many people are totally preoccupied with what they see in the mirror. All they think about is their body image, their clothes, their food and their comforts; just like the rich man – until he was in hell. 
He saw Abraham and a man at his side. What a shock it must have been to see that it was the miserable, worthless beggar that lay at his gate. Seeing Lazarus there he pleads with Abraham to send him over with some cool water. He is desperate for just a drop of water to cool his tongue because he is in agony in the fires of hell - this is a different word to ‘torment’ in the previous verse but still means intense physical pain. Abraham could not grant his request. It was not because he had no mercy; the reality was a great gulf or chasm was fixed between them. There was no way in the world, or rather in the world to come, that Lazarus could cross over to help, and no way could he get across to be at Abraham’s side. 
Jesus is pointing out that there is no salvation after death. The whole Bible tells us this, as he points out later in the parable. There is no second chance after death. As we said before, there is no purgatory, no waiting room for heaven. The room you are in now is the only waiting room you will see. You must decide now, while you are still alive, where you will go when you die. If you cry to Jesus for mercy and forgiveness today he will hear and he will forgive, but if you cry to him from the fires of hell he will say ‘Look friend at the great gulf that is fixed’. 

Remember, you cannot take your riches when you go; there will be no buying your way out. You may see your friends in hell but they will not help you- indeed the very word ‘friend’ will not be heard. Many think this is all a wonderful children’s story, like Santa Claus, but I earnestly remind you that this is Jesus Christ the Son of God speaking. This is what is written in the inspired and infallible word of God. This is the truth.         

The rich man and Lazarus 2                                        
Luke 16:26-31

Jesus spoke of a certain rich who lived in luxury every day. He had a hungry beggar, covered with sores, living on his doorstep, but showed now compassion towards this fellow human being. He could buy whatever he we wanted in life but would not give a crumb to this beggar. ‘Remember that in your lifetime you received your good things’, Abraham told him, with the emphasis on ‘your’ (16:25). All he thought about was the pleasures of the flesh. He gave no thought to his soul, which is eternal. He gave no thought to the body or soul of poor Lazarus.

When this rich man died he went to hell, not because he was rich but because he was selfish, unloving and unrepentant. From the fires of hell, Jesus pictures him looking across a great gulf to Abraham, the father of Jews like him. We might note that Abraham was also a rich man but he sincerely believed in God and his word. Through faith, he was justified by God and went to heaven when he died (He 11:16). Lazarus joined him there.

The rich man not only sees Abraham but cries out to him for mercy. Remember, this is a parable- we do not conclude that people in hell can communicate with people in heaven. Jesus is teaching a very important lesson with this picture of the afterlife. We have seen the terrible torment of hell and the impassable gulf fixed between heaven and hell. The parable goes on to teach a further lesson, namely that the Bible is all we need, and all we will get, to convince us of the reality of heaven and hell. 

As I prayed and prepared to preach from this parable I found I was not able to cover it all in one sermon. I decided to look at the rich man’s request for Lazarus to be sent back from the dead in a second sermon- not that any Bibles or books I have seen divide the parable here. But the other day I was cleaning out my shed and came across a book on the parables.  After searching the contents I was excited to find that the writer had divided the parable right at this verse. I had to search for a while because he titled his chapters ‘Son. Remember’, and ‘The sufficiency of the gospel’ and not the ‘Rich man and Lazarus’ as I expected.  

1. Back from the dead

The rich man’s first plea to Abraham was for Lazarus to come with water and cool his burning tongue. Seeing that there was a great gulf in place and that Lazarus could not come across, the man’s thoughts turned back to his life on earth. His five brothers were still back there and at first sight it seems that he is concerned for them not to follow him into hell. His second request to Abraham was to send Lazarus back from the dead and stop his brothers coming to the place of torment like him (16:27, 28). Is the rich man, who thought of no one but himself, now thinking of other people? If so it is only for his own family, his five brothers. Presumably they were also rich and living in the same selfish lifestyle that he had lived. 

Some commentators rightly point out that in hell this rich man would not really be repenting and showing genuine concern for others; remorse maybe, but not repentance. Morris writes, ‘Once again he assumes that Lazarus may be despatched on his errand; his deep-seated sense of superiority remains. He also implies that he had not been treated fairly’. Hanko, the writer of the book from my shed, asks ‘Can there be any good in hell?’ He concludes that the second request is very wicked, firstly because he did not want his brothers ending up with him and blaming him for their wickedness, as they could rightly do. He did not teach the truth. Feuds and fights on earth will be nothing compared to those in hell. That ‘There is not peace for the wicked’, as Isaiah says (Isa 57:21), is certainly true of hell. 

Secondly, this request is a sly attempt at self-justification through blaming God for not giving him enough warning. He is saying that if someone had come back from the dead when he was alive he would have lived a different life. In life, and in hell, he was still a sinner looking to blame someone else for his sin. Can you see these attitudes behind the rich man’s request? If we are so quick to blame others for our problems and troubles now, imagine what it will be like in hell where the torment is terrible and unceasing. What shouting and yelling at one another will be going on in hell. When sin first came into the world this is what happened. Adam blamed his wife Eve and she blamed the slithering serpent. Then Cain blamed his brother for his own sin. And so it continues to today. Call it ‘the blame game’ if you like, but it is no game. It is a sure sign of sin in the world. Hell will be bubbling over with sin, the very cauldron of the consequences of unrestrained sinning.

Abraham does not grant the request of the rich man from hell. He tells him, in effect, that they, like him, had all the warning they needed. The problem was they were not listening, just as he did not listen. Even though father Abraham spoke gently, this was a most solemn and powerful indictment of the rich man and his request. All one has to do is listen to the truth. Even a child can listen to the truth and believe.  When a child hears that God made man male and female, they believe it. When they hear, ‘A man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife’, they believe it. These truths are there on the first page of the Bible and children believe what they read. Yet sinful man tries to tell them a man can be united to another man and still have a family. Sinful man says God got it wrong, which is what the rich man in hell was saying to Abraham. 

The rich man persisted in his request: ‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the dead they will repent’ (16:30). He had never repented even though he knew he was a sinner. He thought a sinful, selfish lifestyle was okay; which is what he would conclude if he listened to the media, philosophers or friends. The ‘experts’ did not tell him that the wages of sin is death (Rom 6:23). They did not tell him that hell is for real. Yet he thought that if someone had come back from the dead he would have repented and believed. Baxter, as quoted by Ryle, makes the interesting point that if Lazarus had gone back to his brothers telling them he was in hell they would have said not to speak evil of the dead, and tried to shut him up. 
The Jews kept asking Jesus for a sign. He walked among them, healing the sick and casting out demons. Jesus even raised people from the dead, but still they would not believe him. They said he was doing these mighty works by the power of Satan. God is more than ready to give men signs. King Ahaz was not willing to ask for a sign so God gave him one anyway; ‘The virgin will conceive and have a Son, and will call his name Emmanuel’ (Isa 7:14). Every year we hear this sign and even celebrate it, but who listens. People want to call this sign, so clearly written in the Bible, a fairy tale. 

It is not only the Jews who want signs. You have heard people say they will believe in God when they see him. They will challenge you to prove that God exists by calling down fire from heaven, or the like. They demand a miracle or a vision. If they will not believe what is written in the Bible they will not believe, even if they see a miracle. They look at the miracle of creation every day and say, ‘it just appeared’. They look at the miracle of life and say, ‘it just happened’. If they see someone return for the dead will they not say, ‘it just happened’?  

What did the Jews say when they saw the empty tomb of Jesus? Did they say, ‘He is risen from the dead; he must be the Son of God? Who else has the power to rise from the dead?’ No! These ancient sceptics said someone had stolen his body (Mat 28:13). Modern sceptics say he did not really die but was only in a coma- and that after suffocating on a cross and having his side pierced. They say he recovered and walked out of the grave after three days. There will be no sceptics or unbelief after death. Abraham could say on the basis of historical precedent, ‘They will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead’ (16:31). He knew that the sinful heart needs more than incontrovertible evidence to be changed, it requires the power of the Holy Spirit to regenerate a heart that is dead in sin.

2. Back to the Bible
The rich man’s five brothers did not need to see someone come back from the dead to tell them about life after death. What they needed was to get back to the Bible. Both times Abraham answered his request saying, ‘They have Moses and the prophets’, which was the Jewish way of referring to the Bible.
Abraham himself was a man who believed God and every word God spoke. God promised the Messiah, his own anointed deliverer. Yet the Jews, especially the Pharisees, would not listen to what Messiah was telling them. They would not believe his miraculous signs. Even when he raised a man from the dead, another Lazarus as it turned out, the Jews would not believe Jesus raised him by the power of God. They turned on Jesus and tried to kill him- and Lazarus also. So much for one returning from the dead being a witness! We have already spoken of the greatest sign of all, that of Jesus rising from the dead- after descending into hell, as stated in the Apostle’s Creed. 

Every word of the OT and NT is the word of God. You have these words. Do you read and listen to these words? ‘Let them hear them’ said Abraham. You have the words of God in your own language. Thank God and pray for those still translating the Bible. Every home represented here today has a Bible. Almost every home in this city has a Bible- but is it read and listened to? Thank God for the work of the Gideon’s and others who put Bibles into schools, hospitals and hotel rooms. Are you concerned that the homes in your street have a Bible. Do you realise that this book is what people need to save them from going to hell? It saved you from going to hell, I hope. Preaching the word of God is the God-ordained way of saving souls. The rich man thought this was not sufficient, but he was mistaken. He thought words from a man returning from the dead would be more effective than the words of Almighty God, maker of heaven and earth, and ruler of all. 

God may choose to give a vision, or shake people up with some form of heavenly visitation, but ‘faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God’ (Rom 10:17). The word of God is all that is needed for a person to be convicted of sin, to repent and to believe in Jesus Christ. Do not wait for some sign from heaven. God makes no commitment to give you one. Do not pray for such a sign as you pray for the salvation of a brother or sister, parent or child, friend of enemy. Instead pray that they will hear the word of God, and do all you can to make sure they do.   

Jesus warns of offences and demands forgiveness                   Luke 17:1-4

When you believe in Jesus Christ as your saviour and Lord, you become a child of God. You enter into a relationship with God, calling him your heavenly Father. Your sin broke this relationship in the first place. Jesus restores the relationship when you believe in him. When you believe you also enter into a relationship with other believers- a horizontal relationship we might say. This is not a surprise to you I trust. There are some who think this relationship is not important or even necessary. They think other believers are annoying. They refuse to have fellowship with believers. They think they can be an island to themselves as a Christian. They are mistaken. If you are a child of God you have to live in the family of God, which is not a one child family.

Jesus addresses his disciples with a word of warning about offences and a word of instruction about forgiveness. These are short, succinct lessons, and seemingly not related to each other; but most important for his followers as they interacted with each other. Even while he was with them, they got into disputes. After his resurrection and return to heaven he sent the Holy Spirit to dwell in their hearts. With this word, and the Holy Spirit, they were to encourage one another and forgive one another and build up the church, the family of God.

1.Warns of offences

Temptations will surely come to the believer living in this world. While ever we live in this fallen world we will face temptations – as Jesus did when he was in this world. The devil is alive and active. He is like a prowling lion seeking whom he may devour (1Peter 5:8). Resist the devil and he will flee from you (James 4:7). The devil uses all manner of means to tempt us, appealing to the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes and the pride of life (1John 2:16). But by standing firm in Christ we can resist the devil. 

Then word translated ‘offenses’ in the NKJV and ‘temptation to sin’ in the ESV is ‘skandalon’ in the Greek. The word refers to the bait stick of a trap. At the place where we stayed on the north coast, bandicoots were destroying the garden. John built a trap to catch them. The open door was attached to a stick on which he put some tasty food. When the animal took the food the stick moved and the door slammed shut- well that was the idea! 

So this word ‘offenses’ means, ‘temptations to sin’ or simply, ‘hindrances to the spiritual life’.  These are inevitable, but if another person is the instrument of such a cause to sin then woe betide them (17:2). In fact Jesus declares severe judgment on such a person. He says it would be better if they had a millstone tied to neck and they were thrown in the ocean. We might say a lump of concrete since we do not have millstones; millstones were heavy stones used to grind grain into flour. 
J C Ryle speaks of believers causing the name of God to be blasphemed among outsiders. He refers to David’s sin with the wife of Uriah (2 Samuel 12:4). While this is a serious matter- causing offense to unbelievers such that they are put off coming to Jesus- this is not the point Jesus is making here. He is talking about hindering or causing to stumble ‘one of these little ones’ (17:2). This may be a younger person, but more likely one who is young in the faith.  We might think of the weaker brother that Paul talks about in Romans 14 - although the offense against the weaker brother referred to by Paul is not in itself a sin- namely eating meat. 

Jesus does not say these offenses relate to the law of liberty- although such offences relating to food and drink can be real and harmful. Paul writes, ‘Give no offense, either to the Jews, or the Greeks, or to the church of God’ (1Cor 10:32). Most understand Jesus to be referring to false teaching and/or unholy living which leads another believer, especially a little one, to sin. Ryle writes, ‘Let us watch jealously over our tempers and our tongues, and the discharge of our social duties- anything is better than doing harm to souls’. Jesus told the Pharisees they were blind guides and hypocrites. Their teaching was in error and they did not practice what they preached. ‘Woe to you’, he said. He did not want leaders like this among his disciples. He did not want leaders like this in the church.
This warning is not just directed at the leaders of the church, although they have great responsibility for the flock; ‘Take heed to ourselves and all the flock…to shepherd the church of God’ (Acts 20:28). Fathers and mothers are also warned. They have little ones in their care in the household. Teachers are warned. 

Everyone in the church is warned to the extent that their sinful words or deeds affect others and is inimical to the body of Christ. Take care that you are not to blame for someone being spiritually offended or falling away in their faith. Offences will come but let it not be through you. 

2. Demand for forgiveness

Forgiveness is at the heart of the Christian faith. It is how we come into a relationship with God. When we repent of our sin, God forgives us through the cross of Christ.  ‘Without the shedding of blood there is not forgiveness’ (Heb 9:12). Furthermore, our relationship with God in Christ involves us forgiving one another. Jesus said, ‘Love one another as I have loved you’ (Jn 13:34). We must also forgive one another as Jesus has forgiven us. The centrality of forgiveness is seen in the Lord’s Prayer: ‘Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us’.  Jesus made this very clear saying, ‘If you do not forgive men their sins, neither will your Father forgive your sin’ (Mat 6:15). Is this demand to forgive related to the previous warning?  It does not have to be, but the ‘take heed to yourselves’ in verse three does link the two lessons.  Besides, those who offended little ones can repent and be forgiven. 

The fellowship of believers in the church must be characterised by forgiveness. This is a unique feature of true Christian fellowship. Forgiveness is not a fundamental teaching in other religions. Just look at the Middle East and how it is ruled by revenge. Forgiveness is not a fundamental teaching of secularism.  Just listen to people saying they cannot forgive so-and-so, and will never talk to them again. Christmas is a painful experience for some people because they have to sit down with relatives they refuse to forgive. There is nothing like an inheritance to divide a family. Money can also divide a church.

‘If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him’ (17:3). Sin is breaking God’s law; sin is serious. Jesus does not encourage his disciples to brush sin under the carpet. The sinner must be rebuked; do it quietly if possible, although he may need to be taken before the elders (Mat 18:17). If he repents then you are obliged to forgive him. In so doing you both continue in proper fellowship. If he/she again sins and again repents then again forgive him/her. There is no limit to how many times you are to forgive a person. 

You can, and do, forgive in the strength of the Holy Spirit. And so you have an unlimited resource to forgive. You do so understanding something of the forgiveness you have received from Jesus Christ- and continue to receive from him. When you forgive you do not continue to hold that brother’s sin against him. If God puts your sins behind his back then you must do the same. Forgive means to forget in the sense of not dragging the matter up at some convenient time in the future.  
‘If he repents forgive him’ (17:3). What if the person does not repent? Does this mean you cannot forgive him? I have come across men in the church who say this. They say, ‘I cannot forgive my brother because he has not said sorry’. If his sin is a violation of God’s law, you take witnesses and even take him before the church (Mat 18). But what if you also are guilty in the matter? What if unkind words were exchanged by both parties- as is often the case? Are you ready to say sorry? Often those demanding repentance are not ready to repent themselves- which is of course natural for a sinful heart.  Forgiveness must be a priority. Ryle writes of Jesus words, ‘This expression is remarkable. It doubtless cannot mean that we are not to forgive men unless they do repent. At this rate there would be much bitterness constantly kept alive’. He must have seen much bitterness between brothers and sisters in the church. 
God, on his part, demands repentance from us because he is perfect. God judges justly. We cannot say this of ourselves. We do not always judge justly. In many cases the sin is on both sides, so repentance and forgiveness must be on both sides. If this occurs, reconciliation can be complete, and unbroken fellowship will continue. 

May the Lord give us the grace to see the sin in our own lives as clearly as we see it in others? May he give the grace to repent, and the grace to forgive? May he keep us from breaking fellowship with our brother or sister in Christ? Such a break in fellowship too often leads to one or the other or both suffering as setback in their spiritual growth. Too often it is inimical to the body of Christ. Do not forget the warning of Jesus about causing harm to the spiritual life of one of these little ones. And do not forget his demand to forgive one who sins against you. Jesus says, ‘If you do not forgive men their sin, neither will your Father forgive you’ (Mat 6:15).

Faith and duty                                                           

   Luke 17:5-10

Becoming a believer in Jesus Christ brings us into a relationship with God, and also into a relationship with fellow believers. We can think of one as a vertical and the other a horizontal relationship. These relationships are based on love and forgiveness; love and forgiveness in Jesus Christ. We are no longer enemies of God but friends, no longer enemies with other people but friends. 

In the previous verses of this chapter Jesus gave his disciples some solemn instructions regarding horizontal relationships. He said we must forgive a brother or sister who sins, and be very careful not to cause a ‘little one’ to sin. Living a holy life and watching over the tongue is not easy. Forgiving others is not easy. The disciples might have wondered how they would obey the commands of Jesus. Last time we spoke of the Holy Spirit helping, but as yet the Holy Spirit had not been poured out. The disciples, and particularly the apostles, had Jesus present with them to help them. And so they express their weakness to Jesus as they ask him to increase their faith.

1. Faith

The apostles correctly identified what they needed to be able to live as Jesus demands. To forgive is not easy- it requires grace and faith. What is faith? Faith is trusting in God. Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the confidence of things not seen (Heb 11:1). Faith is just believing what God says he will do. Faith is reliance on God. The object of faith is, of course, vitally important. Some put their faith in other people, or in themselves. They run to the doctor or the counsellor asking for help to overcome their feelings of anger or bitterness. They are angry and bitter because they cannot forgive. They do not have the strength to forgive. They cannot love as they know they should. The doctor or counsellor may give some relief but will not be able to change your heart. Only God can do that. 

The apostles ran to Jesus asking him to increase their faith. They went to the right person. They had seen Jesus demonstrating love. They had heard his words, including what he just said about forgiveness. They knew that to love and forgive was the right way, but they feared they would fail. Hence this appeal. What they needed was to trust in Jesus. Calling him ‘Lord’, as they did, was on the right track. They were seeking help from the one who could help them. The more they trusted in Jesus the better they would be at loving and forgiving one another. ‘Draw near to God and he will draw near to you’ (James 4:7). This is the wisdom James gives when love is failing and pride starts to rear its ugly head. It is great advice for the relationship of marriage, and other relationships within the fellowship of believers. 

Is faith something that can be increased? Is it a quantitative thing? Bock writes, ‘Jesus is not concerned about faiths volume, but its presence. God can work with even a little faith’. Jesus indicates that a tiny amount of faith is very, very powerful. He said that if you have faith as a mustard seed, the smallest of agricultural seeds, you can tell a huge mulberry tree to be pulled out and thrown into the sea- and it will obey (17:6). This is may be a hypothetical illustration, yet Jesus’ answer is amazing. In another place Jesus said you can tell a mountain to be thrown into the sea and it will be done (Mark 11:23). Seemingly impossible things can be done with just a mustard seed of faith. This is the power of faith in Jesus- the power of Jesus, the Son of God. Believe and do not doubt. Know in your heart that ‘all things are possible for him who believes’ (Mark 9:23). 

While Jesus does speak about little faith and great faith (Mat 14:31), he does not necessarily mean we have varying amounts of faith. It is more a matter of the working of that faith. We know faith by practice. We do not store it up somehow. As one commentator says, ‘Apply what faith you have and watch it work’. Morris speaks of the genuineness of faith; ‘If there is real faith, the effects follow. It is not so much great faith in God that is required as faith in a great God’. With faith in Jesus, Peter stepped out of the boat and walked on the water. When fear came that faith failed. Then, looking to Jesus in faith, he was lifted up by Jesus. He had faith because he saw Jesus walking on the water, and saw Jesus stop the storm. 
Increase in faith really means an increase in the Lord’s rule over your life. Your lack of faith is directly related to your trusting in yourself rather than Jesus. We could borrow the words of John the Baptist who said of Jesus, ‘He must increase, I must decrease’. Faith is strengthened when we humble ourselves before the Lord. Faith is the gift of God. God does not give gifts by halves. Faith is present in your heart if you are a believer. This is why you are a believer. Let that faith work in your heart. Step out trusting in the Lord, as Peter did. Do not quench this faith by doubt. 

This word ‘quench’ comes in references to the Holy Spirit (2Thes 5:9, Eph 4:30). At Pentecost the Holy Spirit was poured out on the believers. You who believe have received the Holy Spirit as your helper. Pray in the Spirit and believe that you can overcome bitterness, wrath, anger and evil words. Believe that you can be kind and forgiving, even as Christ in God forgave you (Eph 4:32). One commentator points to the mustard seed having the germ of life in it. It has all that is needed to grow into a strong, healthy plant. So we can lead strong, productive lives if we have faith in God. He also writes, ‘After being filled with the Holy Spirit at Pentecost they possessed in rich measure this kind of faith which enabled them to perform mighty deeds for the extension of His church’.

2. Duty 

With faith in Jesus, and the power of the Holy Spirit, the apostles did mighty deeds. They did not exactly have trees throw themselves into the sea, but did mighty works of healing and casting out demons. The apostle Paul was involved in this ministry (Acts 19:11). He was given a thorn in the flesh to keep him humble and trusting in the Lord. He was an apostle doing mighty deeds but still called himself a bondservant or slave of Jesus Christ (Rom 1:1).

The fourth and final lesson Jesus had for his disciples at this time was for them to remember who they were before the Lord. He was again thinking of the vertical relationship. The declaration that, with faith as a mustard seed, they could do mighty works, might lead them to personal boasting. This is a danger for believers who through faith and in the power of the Holy Spirit do mighty works. It is not unknown for such Christians to take the glory to themselves. It is a concern when some go around advertising themselves as faith healers or miracle workers rather than a humble servant of the Lord- and being humble servants of the Lord in practice.

In India housekeeping was very different to what we knew here. It was common for missionaries to have a cook, so we had a cook. Under my wife’s instructions she gladly did her work, but when my wife went away she was not so happy. The work was lighter of course but sometimes I was late home from the office. When I came in late she served my meal as usual and then took her portion of food. I did not say ‘Here, you sit down and eat first because I am late’. She knew her role in the house. She knew her duty and did it.
Jesus spoke a parable about a servant coming in from a day’s work. The master would not say to him ‘You sit down and I will serve you supper’. He would say, ‘Bring my supper first and then you can have yours’. Neither the master nor the servant will see this as unusual. The servant was simply doing his job. The master had no reason to specially thank him, and the servant had no reason to think he was doing anything more than his duty.

‘So likewise you’ said Jesus as he came to explain the parable. He told his disciples that whatever works of faith they did, whatever mighty works they did in the Lord’s service, that it was just that- serving the Lord. They had no reason to boast, no reason to be proud and exalt themselves before God or man. Whatever men or women do by way of Christian service they must still say to the Lord, ‘We are unworthy servants. We have only done what was our duty’ (17:10 ESV). 

We must always remember that we enter into a relationship with God through no merit of our own, and we remain in this relationship through no merit of our own. We are saved by grace alone, and we live by grace alone- the grace of Jesus Christ. The works we do are only because God is at work in us ’to will and to do his good pleasure’ (Phil 2:13). We remain unworthy servants, privileged above all measure to be in the service of Almighty God. ‘All this we owe to God’s sovereign, distinguishing grace’ writes Ryle. Pride can raise its ugly head even in the service of the Lord, but let this not be so. Remember, we are unworthy servants before the sovereign God and Jesus Christ our Lord. 

This teaching is included in article 14 of the Thirty Nine Articles of the Church of England, and in chapter 16 of the Westminster Confession of Faith. Why is this? Because the Roman Catholic Church does not adhere to this teaching of Jesus. They speak of ‘works of supererogation’, or works done beyond what God requires. Celibacy, for instance, is beyond what God requires and so is an act of supererogation- they claim this from what is written in 1Corinthins 7. From this teaching came the idea and practice of indulgences in which stored up supererogatory acts could be used by the church to exempt sinners from acts of penitence. Martin Luther was enlightened by the Holy Spirit to see how contrary to Scripture was this teaching and practice. 

It is easy to think we do more that required by God in some behaviour or acts. Many pagans of course think their goods deeds actually bring them merit before God. Christians must reject such thinking. We must never think we have done more than God requires. As written in our Confession, ‘They who, in their obedience, attain to the greatest height which is possible in this life, are so far from being able to supererogate, and to do more than God requires, as that they fall short of much which in duty they are bound to do’ (Westminster Confession of Faith  XVI:4) 

We must never think our gifts of time or money are actually needed by Almighty God, who owns ‘the cattle on a thousand hills’. ‘If I were hungry, I would not tell, for the world is mine and all its fullness’ says the Lord (Ps 50). Let us serve the Lord with humility, expecting no thank you and no reward in this life. We remain unworthy servants whose only reward is kept in heaven. Only then will the Lord say ‘Well done good and faithful servant’.   

Mercy and thanksgiving                                        

Luke 17:11-19

A faith healer had come to town and people were flocking to her meetings. Some students from the college went along- among them a number of Roman Catholics. One, who was in my class, later came to me telling how the pain in her arm had gone after going to this meeting. I did not question the reality of her healing or how exactly it happened. I simply asked her that if Jesus had healed her arm what she was going to do now. Should she not thank Jesus, and ask who this Jesus who had mercy on her is. She later joined the evangelical union of students and was a regular at meetings and students camps. I wondered about others who claimed they were healed at this meeting? Were they thankful to Jesus, and are they worshipping Jesus today?  I wonder if you can recall the Lord blessing you or your family is some special way. Do you thank him? Do you give thanks to the Lord when he answers your prayers? How do you thank Him? Coming to his house to worship is the appropriate way to remember the Lord for all his blessings in Christ Jesus. ‘Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits’ (Ps 103:2). What will I render unto the Lord for all his benefits towards me? In will take the cup of salvation and call upon the name of the Lord’ (Ps 116:12-13).

Jesus was on his way from Galilee to Jerusalem (13:22), even though it was dangerous for him in Jerusalem (18:31). To go up to Jerusalem by the most direct route meant going through Samaria where Jews like Jesus were not welcome. The other route was through Perea on the other side of the Jordan River. Jesus was probably going along the border of Samaria towards the Jordan when he encountered ten lepers on the outskirts of a village (17:11-12).

1. Ten men cry for mercy

At the back of the university campus where we lived in India was a leprosy hospital. I remember a big sign on the road to the hospital declaring, ‘Leprosy is curable’. With drugs it can be cured. Even so, it took some time before I felt comfortable about visiting our doctor friend who lived and worked there. In the time of Jesus the sign would have read: ‘Leper colony- stay clear’. There was no cure from this terribly debilitating and disfiguring disease. Yet if a leper did somehow get better he was to show himself to the priest, and after certain cleansing rituals was declared clean. This was in the Law of Moses (Lev 14).

“As Jesus entered this village a group of ten lepers saw him and called out, ‘Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!’’(17:13). They stood at a distance because of their leprosy or skin disease. Hence the need to shout. One of these men at least, was a Samaritan (17:16) and the rest were Jews. This was a border town but still Samaritans did not associate with Jews- they would have lived in different parts of the town. As outcast lepers such racial and social barriers were forgotten. These lepers recognised Jesus. They must have heard about the mighty works he was doing in Galilee. News about Jesus had spread far and wide. Now they saw Jesus coming to their village. This was an opportunity they could not miss. The title ‘Master’ indicates a respect and reverence for Jesus. His name ‘Jesus’ means ‘One who saves’. They did not specifically ask Jesus to heal them, but this was implicit in their cry for mercy. They were in a desperate situation because of this disease. They asked Jesus to help them. They believed Jesus could heal them. 

Have you ever cried to Jesus for mercy? Sometimes we feel so overwhelmed by a problem or difficulty that we feel we are sinking in a deep hole- we see no way out. But we can always cry to Jesus for mercy. We might have tried to help ourselves but this was like struggling in quicksand- we just sank further. We might have cried to a friend to help but they did into hear; they were too busy or they were not able to help. Jesus is never too busy; he always hears and he is powerful to save. These lepers were wise men. They knew their dire situation and called for mercy to the only one who could help them. It is tragic to see people putting their trust in money or medical science. We enjoy great benefits from medical science- and now have a cure for leprosy.  But ultimately, all medicine fails. We get healing for a time, but that time comes to an end. What then? Some believe we will routinely be living to 100 years of age in the not too distant future. So what! What is a few more years in an eternity?

2. Ten men obeyed

Jesus heard these men crying out to him for mercy. The text says, ‘He saw them’ (17:14). What would Jesus do? Would he go and touch each of them to heal them? He had done this before (Luke 5:13). Would he simply say the word and heal them from the distance? He had done this before also (Luke 7:10). It was more like the latter with these lepers, although he asked them to do something strange. Jesus said, ‘Go, show yourselves to the priests’. It was the priest who certified a person as having leprosy, or as being healed and clean. So in sending them off, Jesus was telling them they would be found clean. ‘As they went, they were cleansed’ (17:14). All ten were healed as they went.

The healing of these lepers reminds us of the healing of Naaman the leper. We can compare and contrast the accounts. Naaman was initially upset -furious in fact- that Elisha did not come out and wave his hand over his body to heal him of this dreaded disease. Elisha, like Jesus, simply said, ‘Go’; ‘Go and wash in the Jordan seven times’. Naaman was eventually persuaded to obey this simple instruction. When he obeyed he was healed. But unlike nine of the lepers healed by Jesus, Naaman returned to the man of God declaring, ‘Now I know that there is no God in all the earth except the God of Israel’ (2Kings 5:15). He returned to offer Elisha lavish gifts- which were not accepted. Finally, he took some soil home so he could worship the God of Israel in his home place of Syria. Having been healed by the Lord, Naaman wanted to worship the Lord God of Israel, and him alone.  

So all ten lepers obeyed Jesus and were healed. They probably went on to show themselves to the priest. They would have been so happy to be able to live with their family once again. They had a measure of faith as they cried out to Jesus and went off to the priest. But they were like the seed that fell on stony ground, or among thorns. They did not last long. They called out to Jesus in bad times but forgot him in the good times. They received the temporal blessing they asked for but not the spiritual blessing that was available in the same Jesus who healed them. They were short sighted- like many people today. People pray to God to heal their arm, help them in an exam, or find them a job. But they do not see beyond these short lived benefits to the life, to eternal life, that Jesus gives. 

3. One man returned

One of the ten lepers not only saw that he was healed as he went, but stopped and returned to give thanks to Jesus (17:15-16). He saw beyond his wonderful healing to the man who had mercy on him and healed him. This was no ordinary man. This was a man who heard and answered his cry. This was a man who showed love and mercy; a man who did a mighty work in his body. He returned, praising God in a loud voice (17:15). He knew it was God who healed him for only God could so such a thing. But it was Jesus who spoke the word. He was making the connection- healing from God- word from Jesus. Could this man be the Son of God?  Another Samaritan once listened to Jesus speak about living water, and tell her she had had five husbands. She went away saying, ‘Could this be the Christ?’ (John 4:29).  

Just one returned asking this question. The others, presumably, did not ask this vital question. They were healed. They could go back to their families and resume a normal life – the life of worldly men. It was not a wicked life; just the life of men who live without God and without hope in this world- and without hope beyond this world. How sad it is to see men and women who hear about Jesus but never stop to consider him. They are too busy to ask, ‘Could this be the Christ? Could this be the Son of God?’ Some even go to church but leave oblivious to the spiritual blessings of Jesus Christ. They are more concerned about their body, about food and clothes, than they are about their soul.  

Jesus was surprised that only one man, and he a foreigner, had returned to give glory to God (17:18). We have heard the words of the Psalmist giving praise to God for all his benefits. Moses commanded the people not to forget the Lord when they came into the land of plenty (Deut 6:12). God is powerful to bless and to save, but he is a jealous God who will not give his glory to another. It is right to praise God and give him the glory. It is a sin not to do so. Jesus expected the lepers to return and thank him and glorify God- all ten of them. He expects you to be grateful for what he has done for you, and to praise his holy name. 

4. One man saved by faith

Jesus’ final word to this foreigner was, ‘Go your way. Your faith has made you well’ (17:19) - this could be translated, ‘Your faith has saved you’. These are somewhat familiar words, spoken to people Jesus healed (8:48) or forgave their sin (7:50), or both. It is apparent that for this leper it was both. One leper obeyed Jesus and was healed like the other nine. But unlike the others this man returned to give glory to God. Only this man fell on his face before Jesus in an act of worship, recognising he was in the presence of the man who is God. Only this man humbled himself before the Lord and heard the wonderful words, ‘Go in peace’ or just ‘Go’; ‘Go, your faith has saved you’.

Whatever temporal or material blessing you have received from the Lord, please respond by thanking God and praising his holy name. May you, like this single leper, and like the young college student, know more than healing of the body. May you know healing of the heart and new life in Jesus Christ our Lord?

Your kingdom come                                   


 Luke 17:20-25

You and many others regularly pray the Lord’s Prayer. In this prayer you say, ‘Your kingdom come’. You are asking your heavenly Father for his kingdom to come. Do you know what you are asking? Do you know what the kingdom of God is? We should know what we are asking for in prayer!

Jesus often spoke of the kingdom of God, or kingdom of heaven. When he began preaching he said, ‘The kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). Jesus described the kingdom of God using various parables in Matthew 13. The word ‘kingdom’ includes the word ‘king’- so kingdom means the rule of a king. That rule is over a people, or a territory, or both. Moreover, kingdoms come and go. Earthly kingdoms begin and they end. So what is the nature of the kingdom of God? What does it encompass, and when does it begin and end? Jesus answered these questions but the Jews did not understand what he told them. This was because they had their own ideas about the kingdom of God. 

1. When

On one occasion, as Jesus made his way towards Jerusalem, the Pharisees asked him a question. They often asked questions to try and trap Jesus; but he was never trapped. This question however, seems to be genuine. It seems to come from a lack of understanding or a misunderstanding on their part. The Jews looked back to the glory days of the Davidic kingdom. When they looked forward it was to the coming of the Messiah. They are still looking forward to his coming even though Jesus the Messiah has come. ‘Messiah’ is a Jewish or Hebrew term meaning ‘Anointed one’. It comes from the prophecy of Daniel (Dan 9:25, 26).  

The Messiah would be anointed by God to deliver his people. In the time of Jesus the Romans were occupying the land and oppressing the Jews. They hoped and expected Messiah would come and deliver them from this oppression, and rule over them in the land of Palestine. Just a few faithful Jews like Zacharias, Simeon and Anna understood this deliverance differently. They spoke of Messiah bringing salvation from sin, a salvation that included both Jew and Gentile (Luke 1:77, 2:30-32).

When John was preaching and baptising, these Jewish leaders sent to ask him if he was the Christ or Elijah or the Prophet. The Jews heard Jesus speaking about the kingdom of God and saw his miracles. They asked the same question of Jesus. ‘If you are the Christ tell us’ they demanded when they arrested him (Luke 22:67) - but they had no intention of believing him at this late stage. The Pharisees hated the Romans. They wanted them out of their land. They asked Jesus if he knew when the kingdom of God would come. They were not interested in the nature of the kingdom of God because they reckoned they knew this. The only thing they wanted to know was ‘when?’       

The disciples had a similar question for the risen Jesus just before his ascension. They asked, ‘Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?’ (Acts 1:6). They were thinking of the earthly kingdom. Jesus told them it was not for them to know the time. Jesus was not speaking about an earthly kingdom but about the Holy Spirit coming upon them. So here with the Pharisees, Jesus does not answer their question about when the kingdom of God would come. The first thing they needed to know was the nature of this kingdom, and how it was going to come, not when. There are many in the church today asking when the kingdom of God will come, and when God will restore the kingdom to Israel. They think they know what the nature of the kingdom of God is, or will be- they just want to know when. But do they understand the nature of the kingdom of God? Do they understand what is written in the Bible or just think they know, as they pick verses out of context and add their own ideas? Some of course, also think they know when the kingdom of God will come, again based on a misunderstanding of the Bible. Jesus says, ‘No one knows the day or the hour when the Son of Man will come’ (Mat 24:36).

2. How 

Jesus’ answer to the question of ‘when?’ is, ‘The kingdom of God does not come with observation’ (17:20). The coming of this kingdom will not be like that of an earthly kingdom. You will not see a king with his army invading the land and establishing his reign. It will not involve Messiah taking up arms to remove the Romans. The kingdom of God will not come in a visible way. People will not be able to say, ‘Here it is’ or, ‘There it is’ (17:21) because this is not the nature of the kingdom of God. 

You will recall the trouble Pilate had with Jesus in talking about the kingdom. The people were calling Jesus a king but Pilate saw no evidence of this. Then Jesus told him his kingdom was not of this world. Pilate could not get his mind around this – a king without a kingdom that he could see. The Pharisees were similarly troubled by what Jesus said about the kingdom of God. You cannot see the kingdom? Then what sort of kingdom is it?  Where is this kingdom? 

Jesus answers these questions saying, ‘The kingdom of God is within you’ or, is in your midst (17:21). The kingdom of God cannot be observed. It will come in an invisible way. The apostle Paul said we look to things that not seen because such things are eternal (2Cor 4:18). Just because the kingdom of God cannot be observed does not mean it is any less real than an earthly kingdom.  It is very real, with a very powerful king ruling over it- God himself!

What Jesus says here does not mean that there will be no signs of its coming. Jesus rebuked the Jews for being very astute at understanding and predicting the weather. ‘You can discern the face of the sky and of the earth, but how is it you do not discern this time?’ (12:56). Jesus was among them doing miraculous signs which showed that he was the Son of God, the promised Messiah. He was telling them that the kingdom of God was at hand, but they failed to discern the times. We live in days of little spiritual discernment. We have extensive knowledge about the stars and the weather patterns. We can predict the weather for a week or more. Almost daily we hear that the earth is warming up. But we hear almost nothing about it being burnt up in the heat as the Bible says. We hear about the rise in alcohol- fuelled violence, about the rising suicide rate and the lack of hope among young people, but we hear little about the hope that Jesus gives, Jesus who is the way, the truth, and the life.

3. Where

While the words ‘within you’ could mean in your heart, it is best to understand them in the sense of ‘in your midst’ or ‘among you’ (17:21). The kingdom of God was certainly not in the hearts of the Pharisees that Jesus was talking to. The kingdom of God was among them because Jesus the king was among them. Jesus had his disciples, but as yet the Holy Spirit had not been poured out on them. The Holy Spirit would seal those who believed in Jesus (2Cor 1:22). The kingdom was inaugurated with the coming of Jesus. It was ‘at hand’, as Jesus said, because he was at hand. It was revealed to those with eyes to see- spiritual eyes that see unseen things. In rejecting the idea that Jesus here meant ‘that the kingdom of God as merely an inner spiritual condition of the human heart’, Geldenhuys states, ‘He (Jesus) teaches that the kingdom of God is already a present reality in Him, but that its final consummation lies in the future when he comes in divine majesty’.

It is from the present reality to the future that Jesus turns, as he moves to address the listening disciples. He spoke of days when they, ‘Will desire to see one of the days of the Son of Man, and will not see it’ (17:22). It is possible that they would look back with longing to the days when Jesus was on the earth, but the context points to the future and the second coming of Jesus. Jesus goes on to speak of people saying, ‘Look here!’ or, ‘Look there!’- language in keeping with the parousia or second coming. 

While Jesus spoke of the kingdom of God having come or being ‘in the midst of you’, he also spoke of his return on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory (Mat 24:30). His first coming was without fanfare- it was almost unnoticed. He came in great humiliation. He came to bear our sins on the cross. But his second coming will be with great glory. He will come to judge the world in righteousness. He will come to separate the wheat from the chaff, the sheep from the goats.
The disciples would experience persecution. They would suffer for the name of Christ their saviour. They would desire the Lord to come and deliver them from the tribulation. But they would not see His coming until the appointed time. Jesus would not be coming and going as some think. I once heard a theologian speak of multiple comings of Jesus. Jesus has of course come to die on the cross. He will come just once again, at the consummation. 

The second coming of Jesus will be unmistakeable. It will be like lightning flashing across the sky. It will be visible across the whole earth. He will not pop up in one particular place and have people flocking to this place. It will not be a matter of a person or group of people saying, ‘Look, here is Jesus!’ Such things have happened and continue to happen. Jesus said, do not go after them or follow them. When Jesus comes every person will see him – and it will not be on the TV! Even the dead will come out of their graves at this time (John 5:28, Rev 20:12). It will not be a matter of saying, ‘Where is He?’ Every eye will see him and acknowledge him as Lord. The wicked will be saying, ‘Let us flee from his presence’, but the righteous will be saying, ‘My Lord and my God, blessed be the name of the Lord’. 

4. Why

‘But first he must suffer many things’ (17:25). Jesus had been speaking about his return in glory. He had been talking about the days of the Son of Man, about days when the kingdom of God will come in its fullness and he will rule in glory for eternity. But first he had to endure the cross. He reminds his disciples of this in verse 25. He must suffer many things and be rejected by the current Jewish population. 
Jesus was sent into this world to bring salvation. To make salvation possible he had to take our sins and suffer the wrath of God on the cross. He had to die that we might live. He must suffer and be sacrificed as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. This would be the beginning of the end, if we can put it that way. The cross was just around the corner. Jesus must suffer and die before the kingdom of God can be consummated. We live in the days between the first and second coming of Jesus. We are living in the last days. We live in the certainty of Jesus’ return in glory, even though we do not know when this will be. He may come at any time. Jesus is ready to return. Are you ready for him to return? 

Remember Lot’s wife                                                          
 Luke 17:26-37

Do you know the shortest verse in the Bible? It is found in John chapter 11 verse 25. It is just two words: ‘Jesus wept’. Here in Luke 17 verse 32 we have another short verse of just three words: ‘Remember Lot’s wife’.  Short verses are not necessarily more important than longer ones, but this verse is important. It is a command from the Lord Jesus to ‘Remember’. The story of Lot is found in Genesis 19. It is a well-known story of Abraham’s nephew escaping the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. As Lot fled with his wife and two daughters his wife looked back and became a pillar of salt. Jesus tells us to remember this. Why did she look back? Why did she turn into a pillar of salt? We will consider this in a moment.

Jesus was asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come. His reply indicates that they did not understand the nature of the kingdom of God. It is not like earthly kingdoms that can be observed. It is a kingdom not of this world. It is a kingdom in which Jesus rules over God’s elect. While the kingdom had been inaugurated with the coming of Jesus, it would not come in its fullness and not be consummated until Jesus comes a second time.  

Jesus was telling his disciples about this time, the day when the Son of Man will come in all his glory. No human being will miss this event. It will be like lightning flashing across the sky and around the globe.  

If they wanted to know more about this coming they could look to the Scriptures where they would find accounts of God coming to judge the earth in the past. These are not just stories to tell our children - they are historical events, recorded in the divinely inspired Scriptures for our correction and instruction in righteousness. May we be instructed as we remember Noah, Lot, and Lot’s wife today?

1. Days of Noah

‘As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be also in the days of the Son of Man’ (17:26). What was the world like in the Noah’s day?  We read in Genesis 6 that it was filled with wickedness, corruption and violence. The Lord looked down on his creation and was grieved that he had made man- this was only ten generations from Adam. Only Noah found grace in the eyes of the Lord. So the Lord saved Noah and his family through the flood that destroyed all human beings on the earth. As Noah built the ark, according to God’s command and instructions, we can imagine the people wondering what he was doing. When he told them God was sending a worldwide flood they probably laughed at him. 

Jesus spoke of this story as history. He spoke of people going about their business each day – eating and drinking and getting married. It is interesting that he does not refer to them being corrupt and violent. Eating and drinking and getting married are not sinful activities in themselves. Jesus is simply pointing to a blindness; a failure to believe that a flood of inconceivable proportions would soon destroy all life on earth. The people thought everything would continue as it had for hundreds of years. All they thought about was themselves; about their stomachs and sex. Jesus assures us that, ‘The flood came and destroyed them all’, just as God told Noah. So it will be when Jesus returns. Jesus tells us he is coming again. It is written on page after page of the Bible. But who takes any notice? Who, like Noah, is preparing for the coming judgment, the destruction of this present world? 
Jesus came to save us. Those who believe in him are like those who went into the ark with Noah (1Peter 3:20-21). But what did Jesus see? What do we see?  We see people going about their selfish, worldly lives, oblivious to the second coming of Jesus. They are not in prison because of some crime. They are just Mr and Mrs Jones, doing what Mr and Mrs Smith down the road are doing, namely eating and drinking, going to work, building a house, going to weddings and funerals. Until! Until the day Noah entered the ark? No! Until the day Jesus enters this world ‘on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory’ (Mat 24:30). 

2. Days of Lot

Jesus reminded his disciples of another story in Biblical history: the story of Lot in the city of Sodom. Noah and his wife, and their three sons with their wives, came out of the ark after more than a year, to repopulate the earth. But people were still born in sin and committed sin. On the plain of Shinar they got together to build a city and a tower reaching to the heavens. They were trying to make a name for themselves. But God confused their language and scattered them. 
After ten generations from Shem came Abraham who God called to go to Canaan. After a stay in Egypt, Abraham went back to Canaan where Lot chose to live in the lower Jordan valley. He went to live in Sodom where the men ‘were exceedingly wicked and sinful against the Lord’ (Gen 13:13). They were violent homosexuals (Gen 19:4-5). God sent two angels to rescue righteous Lot (2Peter 2:7) because God decided to destroy the city with fire and brimstone. 

‘Likewise, as it was also in the days of Lot’ (17:28). The days of Lot were like the days of Noah. How were they alike? They were days of depravity, leading to divine judgment. God destroyed all the earth with a flood. He destroyed all the city with fire and brimstone. Again, Jesus does not point to the gross sinfulness of the people of Sodom but focuses on their self-seeking life style and their lack of concern for truth and morality. Immorality comes in when truth goes out the door. Just listen to the lies of the alcohol lobby and the homosexual lobby today. With great difficulty the lies of the tobacco lobby have finally been exposed. We pray that the lies of these other lobby groups will soon be exposed. They will be exposed, of course, on the day of the Son of Man.  

Jesus points to a complacent, self-seeking way of life. We often hear it said, ‘She’ll be right mate’ or, ‘Everything will work out in the end’. So they eat and drink, they buy and sell, they plant and build. These mundane worldly activities consume the lives of so many. Did you look at the hardware store down the road as you came to worship?  People are consumed with their little palaces. I do not drive past a supermarket on the way to church but people are queued up there also, buying food and drink, new shoes and new clothes to fill their cupboards. ‘Retail therapy’ they call it. ‘Shopaholics’ we call them. Jesus was referring to the same materialistic people that fill the suburbs of our city. Are you one of them?   

As in the days of Noah, so in the days of Lot, the Lord brought out his righteous few. ‘Shall not the judge of all the earth do right?’ (Gen 18:25). Indeed he will. He will save the righteous and destroy the wicked. He will save his elect, who listen and obey his voice. He will destroy those who go on in their own selfish, worldly ways. People saw Noah building the ark and mocked. They saw Lot living an upright life and heard his warning to flee the city, but thought he was joking (Gen 19:14). ‘So it will be in the day when the Son of Man is revealed’ says Jesus (17:30).   

3. Day of Jesus Christ

The days of Noah and of Lot point to another day of divine judgment, a day that will soon come. It is the day of Jesus’ return on the clouds of heaven. In this day, ‘the elements will melt in the fervent heat’ (2 Peter 3:10, 12). Everything will be burned up. Some think it will be some sort of cleansing fire but it will be a destructive fire. You have seen houses reduced to ashes by raging bushfires. If you want to call this cleansing then do so. I call it destruction. The Bible says the elements, the earth and the heavens, will melt in the intense heat. It speaks of a new heavens and new earth in which righteousness dwells (2Peter 3:13). The judgment on the day of the Lord will not be a flood followed by a rainbow. It will be the whole earth and heavens melting, dissolving, being burned up in the intense heat. 

This day is approaching, but many think it is a joke. They think the earth will continue on for ever- although some think sea levels will rise and drown us all. They continue eating and drinking; watching master Chef and sampling new wines as if life is all about eating and drinking. They are buying and selling land and houses- or washing machines on eBay- as if this is what life is all about. These activities are not sinful in themselves, but to be consumed by them is sinful, and dangerous. The key words are, ‘As if this is what life is all about’.
What will happen on the day Jesus is revealed (17:30)? It will be judgment day. It will be the day when the earth is burned up. Are your prepared for this day? When a bushfire is coming you prepare. You pack your precious belongings into the car and flee. What if the fire comes too quickly? You flee without your belongings. You flee for your life. The Lord will come suddenly; more suddenly than any bushfire. Jesus said, if you are on the roof of your house do not go down after your precious belongings. In those days houses had flat roofs which people used and the staircase went down the outside. If you are at work do not try to gather up your things and return home. Indeed, do not even look back with longing for anything you possess. Nothing will be of use if you are going to your heavenly home anyway. If you go back you will be destroyed. Do not even look back. Remember Lot’s wife. 
If you believe in Jesus you will looking forward to his coming. You will be praying, ‘Even so, come Lord Jesus’. You will not miss his coming. You will cry out, ‘My Lord and my God’, as he snatches you up in his arms. You will not be looking back saying, ‘my TV, my new car, my new house!’ Do that and you will perish? You will not be looking back saying, ‘My wife’ or, ‘My husband’. You will not be looking back saying, ‘My children’. Today we call such people heroes. On the day of the Lord they will be called fools and will perish. Is this harsh? If your wife or husband is a believer they will be snatched up with you. If not, it will be too late. 

On that night two people will be in one bed; one will be taken and the other left. Two women will be grinding together: one will be taken and the other left. If the two belong to the Lord both will be taken of course. But this will be a day of separation. Christ’s sheep will be taken up to meet the Lord in the air (2Thes 4:17), and the devil’s goats will be left to face the fiery judgment. Have you seen the car sticker that says, ‘The driver of this car may disappear at any moment’? I think it is a reference to these verses. It is a good conversation starter if you have passengers! 
Luke quotes Jesus as saying, ‘Whoever seeks to save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will preserve it’ (17:33). Matthew has him saying this in a different situation; he probably said in several times. The meaning is clear. If you want to live for the things of this world and are prepared to risk your life for these things you are a fool. If you choose to ignore the facts of history, namely God judging the world in the flood, and the fire and brimstone on Sodom, and choose to ignore the words of Jesus Christ the Son of God, your will perish. You will perish in the flames of divine judgment and be afflicted in the flames for eternity. Remember the rich man and Lazarus- as well as Job’s wife.
The final verse seems to be a proverb used by Jesus to answer the somewhat foolish question – ‘Where, Lord?’ It means that where the dead are present, the spiritually dead, there the vultures will gather or there the judgment will come; Sodom, San Francisco, Sydney or wherever.  

Persistence in prayer                                                 


 Luke 18:1-8
This parable reminds me of living in India. When we first went with three children we sent unaccompanied luggage. After arriving we were taken to a guesthouse to settle in. The next day I took a taxi to the airport to collect the luggage. After going from office to office I finally located our luggage. I was told the paperwork was not yet done and to come back the next day. Again I took a taxi to the airport to collect our luggage. Was the paperwork complete? No. It was lost. I was told to come back the next day. Friends told me they were probably fishing for a bribe. So out I went the third time. Our luggage was still there- I could see it. But what about the paperwork? Still not done. So I sat there waiting. Lunch time came and went- I later learned to take my lunch, and a book to read.  As closing time approached they saw that I was still there and not ready to leave. At the last minute my paperwork showed up, I grabbed the luggage and was out of there. 
Three days it took. All day I sat there asking and waiting, asking and waiting for them to give me the luggage. I now ask myself, ‘Do I approach prayer in the same way? Am I prepared to keep on praying the whole day- or do I give up with the slightest discouragement? All day- half a day- an hour- 10 mins- 5 mins? How long do I spend in prayer? And you need to ask yourself this question? Is it one hour? Is it 10 mins? Is it 5 mins? Prayer is time when you talk with the King of kings, the Lord your God. Has this time been getting cut short lately? Are you too busy to pray? And then you wonder why you are not being blessed, and not receiving things from the Lord. If I had not persisted at the airport my luggage might still be there!  God of course does not need to be badgered, but he does like to hear you pray.  

Jesus told a story about a man who went to his friend’s house at midnight asking for bread. This fellow had locked the door and gone to bed, along with his family. He was not about to get up, open the door and fix supplies, even for this friend. ‘Yet because of his persistence he will rise and give him what he needs’ (Luke 11:8). The parable of the persistent widow has much the same lesson- persist in prayer.

 1. Parable 

Jesus spoke this parable to ‘them’, that is to the disciples he had just told about the coming of the Son of Man. He had told how God vindicated Noah and Lot, saving them from divine judgment upon an indifferent and corrupt society. He told this parable by way of urging them to pray and not lose heart since they would be living in days of indifference and opposition to Jesus. They would be living in days of corruption and injustice as men rebelled against God and his commands. More of this at the end of the parable.

In a certain city was a judge or magistrate who ruled on matters in this city. There was a widow in the same city who came to him for justice- she was in dispute with her adversary, possibly her neighbour. For some reason I think of this neighbour as encroaching on her land- maybe because this was so common in India (also Prov 15:25). I spoke about my difficulty with corruption at the airport, but this was nothing compared to the problems encountered by poor widows. They are helpless, and vulnerable to all manner of injustice. They are too poor to pay bribes and they have no family to stand with them in pressuring officials for justice. Many officials and magistrates are like the man in this parable. Some in our country are like him also.

What type of man was this judge? ‘He did not fear God nor regard man’ (18:2). The fear of God is the beginning of wisdom- so this man was not wise. He was wise in the ways of the world and in getting his own way, but not is deciding what was right and wrong. He did not care about right and wrong. He did not care about anyone but himself. He was not there to uphold the law but to look after himself. He was probably open to bribery, to being lobbied and even threatened; as long as he was well fed and getting all the comforts of life. 

As we said, there are many men like this judge. It is disturbing that such a person is admired by the world. Maybe Mr Obeid, a corrupt politician, went a bit too far but he is the type of person the world admires. A popular Sinatra song says it all; ‘I did it my way’. The philosophy is to get ahead at any cost; you can do it without anyone’s help. Get ahead in life and do not let anyone stop you- children, wife, friends can look after themselves. Do not let them get in the way, and certainly do not let religion or God get in the way. 

Jesus is not saying that God is like this man even though the lesson is about coming to God in prayer. God is just and he cares about widows and orphans. God cares about his children, his elect, as Jesus says in verse 7. The message is, how much more will God, who is loving and just, give justice to those who ask him. He is the Judge of all judges and powerful to deliver justice to his people. Indeed, there will be a day when all will receive divine justice for what they have done or not done in this world. This we saw in Noah’s day and Lot’s day.

The widow came to the judge asking for justice. But he did not listen to her. ‘What is the scruffy woman doing in my office’, he probably said. But she was not put off. She kept coming to his office day after day. Maybe she sat there with her lunch and a book! Eventually he got fed up with her coming. She was driving him mad. He said, ‘lest by her continual coming she weary me’ – the word ‘weary’ actually translates a word meaning ‘give me a black eye’ or ‘beat me down’ (18:5). Even in his worldly wisdom he came up with a sensible answer. He listened and gave her justice, and she stopped bothering him. So the woman eventually got justice.

2. Persist in prayer

The lesson of the parable is ‘persist is prayer’. Do not neglect or get slack in prayer. Always pray and do not faint. Paul told believers to, ‘continue steadfastly in prayer’, and, ‘pray without ceasing’ (Romans 12:12, 2Thes 5:17).  He was a man of prayer like Jesus our Lord. Before them Daniel was a man of prayer. He prayed three times a day every day, as was his custom (Dan 6:10). He was facing a great injustice in Babylon but God heard his prayer and vindicated him, saving him from the lion’s den. What is your custom in prayer? Do you have a set time or times each day? 

Jesus said, ‘Hear what the unjust judge said’. If this uncaring, godless man gave the widow justice, what do you think a loving, righteous God will do when he hears the cry of his own ‘elect’. This is the only time Luke uses this word. It may have significance in that it affirms our covenant status before God. We are God’s people because he chose us and saved us by his grace. We pray with this confidence. And if we have this confidence we will pray.  Morris writes that God’s elect, ‘realise that they are in great need and they recognise that their only hope is in God’.  Pray is a mark of God’s elect.  

‘Will not God give justice to his elect who cry to him day and night?’ (18:7 ESV). The ESV concludes this verse with, ‘Will he delay long over them?’ NIV has, ‘Will he keep putting them off?’ The statement becomes a separate question. In the NKJV we read, ‘Though he bears long with them?’ (18:7 NKJV). If this is the correct rendering of the Greek, it may refer to God delaying vindication of his elect in order to give men opportunity to repent (Morris), or to strengthen the elect through further prayer. 

If all our prayers were answered immediately we might become impatient and demanding. We might become ‘instant’ people, like so many people today. It is doubtful that our faith would be strengthened, as it is when we have to keep on praying day and night. What are you praying for at the moment? How long have you been praying for this? Do you think God is not hearing you? He does hear and he will answer your prayer. He will answer in his way and in his time, because his way is best and his time is best. The question is will you, like this widow, pray and not give up. You may not even get justice in this world but you will at the final judgment. God’s elect see beyond this world. Martyrs do not get justice in this world but they will in the end (Rev 6:10). 

‘I tell you, he will give them justice speedily’ (18:8 ESV). We understand this as God acting fast or suddenly when he acts to bring about justice. He will do this in his time. 'Jesus is speaking of speedy action when the time comes’ writes Morris. It may not be until the end, the Parousia, but justice will then be certain and sudden.

3. Persist in faith

Reference to the Parousia comes in the next sentence; ‘Nevertheless, when the Son of man comes, will he find faith on earth?’ (18:8). In the previous chapter, Jesus was telling about the day when the Son of Man is revealed (17:30). He spoke about the days of Noah and the days of Lot. The vast majority of people were not ready for the destruction. They were not standing for justice and mercy in society. On the contrary, they were engaged in all manner of corruption and wickedness- although Jesus simply pointed to their indifference to the coming judgment. 

Here Jesus asks a question about what he will find when he returns. It expresses his concern. The question is not encouraging. We know the church will continue. The elect will remain, but it may just be a remnant- only God knows. The indication of the question, along with the lessons from the OT, point to spiritual decline and persecution. Jesus links persistence in prayer with persistence in faith. Ryle writes, ‘Prayer is the secret to keeping up the faith’. Augustine said, ‘When faith fails, prayer dies. In order to pray, then we must have faith; and that our faith fail not, we must pray’. 

So there it is from the saints of yester-year. We must have faith to pray, and if we have faith we will pray. We must believe not only that God exists but that he loves us and hears our prayer, and that he is powerful to do what we ask. Prayer is not just a ritual. Parroting off prayers will not do. You can pray set prayers but do so in faith. Geldenhuys writes, ‘This question is intended as a warning that believers should take heed and not let their faith waver, notwithstanding His apparent delay in coming’. In your faith you believe that Jesus is coming again. In your thinking and your living, and especially in your prayers, do keep this in mind. On that day, judgment will come on all the earth. The dead will be raised to face the judgment.  

So when this day comes, will you be standing firm in the faith? Will you who believe in Jesus today, be standing firm in him at the end, or will you have long since fallen away, trusting in your money or your own strength? Jesus said, ‘The love of many will grow cold. But he who endures to the end will be saved’ (Mat 24:12, 13). To endure you must keep on in prayer.   
Humility in prayer                                                              
Luke 18:9-14
‘I thank you that I am not a Gentile, not an uneducated man and not a woman’. This was the prayer of a famous rabbi, so I read. Thanksgiving in prayer is important, but not this sort of thanksgiving. Thanksgiving must not be a platform for boasting. Some societies greatly value education, so much so that families want every child to become a doctor. This was the case among Christian friends in India. I remember a prayer meeting in which everyone was praying that their child would get admission to medical college. If they did it was hard not to boast a little when they came to the next prayer meeting. Thanking the Lord for a new house, a promotion, or selection for the A grade team is proper but can easily become boasting. Thanksgiving is an important element of prayer. But it is not the only element, especially when the focus is on your own achievements. What are the other elements? There is adoration of God, confession of sin, thanksgiving, as noted, and supplication or requesting God for help- A.C.T.S.

1.Purpose of the parable

In these verses Jesus tells another parable about prayer. He taught about persistence in prayer through the parable of the widow and the unjust judge. In this parable about the Pharisee and the tax collector he teaches about humility in prayer. Jesus spoke this parable to ‘some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others’ (18:9). This is a fairly detailed description of his audience- or some of them. Luke usually says he spoke to his disciples, or to the Pharisees, but here he gets specific. Most commentators think Pharisees are the target but others say some disciples may well have been the target. Are there not people in the church today who fit this description- remembering Jesus knows our hearts? Is there not a degree of self-righteous snobbery in the church? The apostle Paul wrote, ‘Let him who thinks he stands, take heed lest he fall’ (1Cor 10:12).  

A smug self-righteousness can sneak up on a disciple of Jesus Christ. We can begin to trust in ourselves, especially when we have money to buy whatever we want. A minister from a rich North Shore church spoke of the challenge he faces in his large congregation of well dressed, respectable people. What did they pray about? What was their attitude in prayer and in worship? A self-righteous attitude can be found in Christians in any part of the city. The danger comes when we start comparing ourselves to other people. Again the apostle Paul has good advice; ‘Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought’ (Rom 12:3). If you want to compare yourself to anyone, let it be Jesus Christ. Christians are supposed to be like Christ (1Cor 11:1). When we compare ourselves to others we always choose wicked people, those who appear to be greater sinners than we are.  

The description of the people to whom Jesus told this parable gives us an idea of the purpose he had in telling the parable. He was targeting proud people, especially those who bring this attitude into their prayers. Prayers are meant to be addressed to God, to Almighty God seated on his throne in heaven, not to some Santa Claus like figure. When we pray, ‘Our Father in heaven’ we must do so in humility.

2. Prayer of the Pharisee

This parable is about two men who went to the temple to pray, one a religious Pharisee and the other a tax collector, a man labelled a sinner. The temple was the holy place, the house of God. Jews prayed facing towards the temple even when they were at home. What Jesus speaks of are individual prayers, spoken aloud in a public place. ‘The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself’ (18:11). It was customary to stand or kneel in prayer. We do not read of people sitting to pray; sitting to preach yes, but not to pray. So it has always been our custom to stand for public prayer. It is hard to imagine the tax collector sitting as he ‘beat his breast’ and cried out for mercy. The Pharisees could well have sat down because his prayer was ‘with himself’, as the text says. 

‘He prayed thus with himself’ (18:11). The NIV has, ‘prayed about himself’ while the ESV links ‘himself’ with ‘standing’ and so has ‘standing by himself he prayed’. He was certainly praying about himself. However, Jesus seems to indicate that his prayer was more of a ritual, focussed on self rather than on God. He refers to God at the beginning but the rest of the prayer is about himself; ‘I am not like other men; I fast; I give tithes’ (18:11, 12). What he is really saying is, ‘Look at me God. Have you noticed what a good fellow I am? You should be pleased to have a fellow like me on your team’. I trust your prayers are not like this, but you may have heard prayers like this; ‘Hey God, just think what you and I can do together. If you will just give me a hand I can fix up the problems in this world’. Bold, but all too common.

The Pharisees were the religious leaders and teachers. Jesus said they loved the best seats and loved being greeted in the streets. They loved to pray in the synagogue and on street corners so as to be seen by men. Some think this was a silent prayer but proud men are not usually silent men. We can imagine the Pharisee saying with disgust, ‘extortioners’ or ‘robbers’. He considered tax collector to be robbers. Then there were ‘adulterers’. Remember the Pharisees dragging the woman caught in adultery before Jesus. They did not bring any man with them- just a lowly woman. Then there were the ‘unjust’. Gentile Romans were unjustly occupying their land. As this Pharisee looked around at Gentiles, at women and at tax collectors he was very thankful that he was not like these ‘sinners’. 

When he looked at himself what did he see? A good, upright citizen, of course. Indeed, a citizen who went above and beyond the call of duty. He did works of supererogation- remember that word! The law stipulated one fast on the Day of Atonement but he did much better than that; he fasted twice a week, and was happy to tell everyone. He gave tithes of all he possessed when the tithe was just one tenth of the harvest or income. But like other Pharisees he tithed his herbs and spices (Luke 11:42). Whatever we possess comes from God, and we return to him our ‘thank offering’. But we do so humbly, not claiming merit for ourselves. We do not have wall plaques listing large donors to the church, as in some places. 

What is missing in this Pharisee’s prayer? If we think of the Lord’s Prayer or the A.C.T.S model we see there is no adoration, no focus on God’s greatness and goodness. There is just the formal address, ‘God’. There is no confession of sin and hence no request to be justified before God. Jesus spoke to people who thought that they were righteous. This is what the Pharisee believed. He was confident he was righteous because he was a good man who kept the law and performed all his religious duties. If you told him to confess his sin he would say, ‘What sin?’ ‘Are you calling me a sinner? Look at those people, they are sinners’. Looking around and comparing ourselves to other people can be very dangerous. We might conclude that we are not really sinners. If we read the Bible and look at Jesus we will see ourselves differently. 

Next is thanksgiving. The Pharisee prayed, ‘I thank you’, but this was not for any blessing from God. So even in this element of his prayer there was no humility. Finally, there is supplication- or should be. There should at least be a request for forgiveness. When we ask God to bless us, either spiritually or materially, he is pleased. This shows we trust God and depend upon him. Those who are righteous in their own eyes and trust in themselves will not be humble before man or God.  

3. Prayer of the tax collector

The prayer of the tax collector is totally different to that of the Pharisee. Both men were standing in the temple court praying, but that is where the likeness ends- and even in posture we read that the tax collector ‘stood afar off’ (18:13). He was not up the front of the church, but at the back. I do not say this to make folk at the back feel better! He stood with his head bowed in humility, not looking up and waving his arms. And there is even more about his ‘body language’; he kept beating his chest as a sign of sorrow. Posture and body language is not a matter of indifference. God looks on the heart to see if we are feeling humble and unworthy to come before him. But this attitude is reflected in our body language. Talking to others and moving around during prayer is hardly appropriate when we are talking to God in prayer. 

The tax collector had little to say compared to the Pharisee. Yet with his few words he was greatly blessed. He spoke from his heart. He cried out, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner’ (18:13). Ryle lists five points about his prayer: it is personal and not about others, it is humble, it comes from a broken and contrite heart, it is a real petition, and it is a desire for mercy and grace. The tax collector admitted his sin and confessed to God. He does not say he is thankful but this is implied in his plea for mercy. He is thankful that he can come before the God of mercy. His petition is simple but all encompassing. He asked for mercy and forgiveness. Here we see a man standing before the holy and just God, but the God who is also compassionate and gracious towards men and women made in his image. 

4. Propitiation granted

I use the word ‘propitiation’ because that is the word translated as ‘mercy’ in verse 13. Propitiation means ‘mercy seat’. The tax collector knew he was a sinner and knew what he wanted- forgiveness. He did not come before God with a list of his good works like the Pharisee. He was coming before God the judge knowing his works condemned him. All he could do was plead for mercy. And mercy, according to Jesus, was granted to him. ‘He went home justified’ (18:14). Justified is a judicial word that Paul uses a lot in his letters. It is the same as being righteous before God. It is God who declares us righteous, not ourselves. He was not a Pharisee who trusted in his own righteousness. He knew he was an unworthy sinner and so pleaded for mercy and forgiveness from God. When the two men went home after their prayers it was the tax collector who went home justified before God, not the Pharisee. Why not the Pharisee? Because he did not ask for mercy from God. Pride blinded him to his own sin and kept him from asking for forgiveness. 

Just in case we miss the lesson of this parable, which is …humility in prayer, Jesus spells it out in a familiar saying; ‘Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted’ (18:14 cf. Mat 23:12). Isaiah said, “Thus says the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity and whose name is holy, ‘I dwell in the high and lofty place and with him who has a contrite and humble spirit’” (Isa 57:15). James puts it like this; ‘humble yourselves before the Lord and he will lift you up’ (James 4:10). Is this what you believe? Is this what you practice in your life, beginning with your prayers? 
Let the little children come to me                               
Luke 18:15-17
‘No pets or children allowed’. What are we to make of such a rule? I have heard of housing estates having this rule- or maybe it was, ‘Pets allowed but not children’. What place do children have in our society? Some find them a nuisance, while others insist on their children's right to go anywhere and do anything they like.

Our concern is about children in the church. Again we find a wide range of opinions. In some churches children are left to run around, while in others they are excluded. As young parents, we were once told from the pulpit to take our child outside. A preacher who cannot cope with some noise from the children needs to look at his preaching. A congregation that is distracted by the noise of children needs to look at their ability to focus on spiritual matters. We encourage you to bring your little ones along and into the worship service. A church that does not welcome children is, of course, on track to decline and die. 

The place of children in the church is determined by our understanding of their place in the kingdom of God- or should be. Again Christians differ as to their understanding of the status of children in God’s kingdom. Some say that all children are saved, while others say no children are saved- although they may not really believe this. In some Christian families children are regarded as heathen until they profess faith and are baptised -so they eat separately from the parents. While few take this position there are many who think that with the ordinance of baptism a child enters the kingdom of God. Still others say every child is saved. With such diverse, and according to Ryle, ‘strange’ opinions out there, let us see what Jesus has to say about children.  

1. Rebuke by disciples

‘Then they also brought infants to Him (Jesus)’ (18:15). Jesus had just finished teaching about humility in prayer, and humility before God in general. It seems his disciples were not getting the message because they turned around to rebuke people for bringing their children to Jesus. Surely children are the very epitome of humble dependence. We note that Luke returns at this point to giving a parallel account to that in the gospel according to Mark. 

People, presumably mothers and fathers, were bringing their ‘infants’ to Jesus that he might touch them. The word is that also used for babies- as in the NIV. These were babes in arms. Probably sick people were coming or being brought to Jesus to be healed at this time. Just why parents wanted Jesus to touch their infants we are not told; maybe it was a common practice among the Jews to lay hands on children and bless them. Jacob/Israel laid hands on his grandchildren, Ephraim and Manasseh, to announce a blessing (Gen 48:14). 

Why did the disciples rebuke those bringing their infants to Jesus? We not told, but clearly they did not have much time for children. The culture must have changed since the days of Joseph. It may have been that they were trying to protect Jesus from the crowd, although they did not rebuke other people for coming. They saw these parents as wasting everyone’s time in bringing infants to Jesus. They presumed the Master thought the same; but they were wrong!

2. Rebuke by Jesus

Jesus was not at all happy with his disciples telling people to stop bringing their children to him (Mark 10:14). He rebuked them, indirectly if not directly, saying, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not forbid them’ (18:16). He uses the term ‘Paidia’, which although not limited to a new-born, still refers to infants or little children. There is no way that these are children who have reached the age of ‘discretion’, as Ryle puts it. 

Jesus had time to spend with little children even if his disciples did not. He invited them to come, and welcomed them warmly. Mark tells us that ‘He took them up in his arms, laid hands on them, and blessed them’ (Mark 10:16). What a contrast! Jesus did not carry a placard saying, ‘Children not welcome’. He welcomed little children, taking them up in his arms and blessing them. I pray that no church carries such a placard either but that we see churches declaring, ‘Children welcome’. Such a notice must be accompanied by a welcoming attitude and programs in the church.  Children are sinners and must be taught and disciplined, but let us always instruct them in love, remembering how Jesus welcomed little children, took them in his arms and blessed them. 

3. Receive the kingdom

What did people understand by Jesus laying his hands on children and blessing them? Was it just an opportunity for a photo to put in the album or hang on the wall, with the caption ‘Johnny with Jesus’- alongside ‘Johnny with Grandpa’? I know there were no cameras in Jesus’ day but you know what I mean! I wish people who hang pictures of Jesus in churches or at home would understand that there were no cameras at that time. 

Baptism can become an occasion for pomp and ceremony. The baby is dressed up; everyone is dressed up for the occasion and lots of photos are taken. Getting dressed up is fine, but remember it is a sacrament, which means it is a holy occasion. The parents take solemn vows before the Lord. Let us focus on those vows and remember them, not just the photo shoot. If you have previously taken vows at your child’s baptism, now is a good time to remember those vows and ask if you are keeping them. Are you bringing up your children in the discipline and instruction of the Lord? (Eph 6:4).  

Jesus said, ‘For of such is the kingdom of God’ (18:16). What does he mean? He goes on to say that unless you receive the kingdom of God as a little child you will by no means enter it (18:17). By this he meant we must be humble to enter the kingdom of God. The tax collector who prayed, ‘God be merciful to me a sinner’, was an example of such a childlike person. He did not claim any merit or good works, but simply pleaded for mercy like a little child. 
Does your little one come to you saying, ‘Here is ten dollars; give me some breakfast’? No! They say, ‘Mum, please can I have some breakfast’. Or it may be a simple, ‘Weet-bix’ coming from the high chair. They depend on you. They trust you will feed them. If you don’t they will keep on asking- like the widow in the other parable. Children demonstrate the characteristics of kingdom children, children of the Lord. 

Back to the question of children belonging to the kingdom of God. Jesus said, ‘Of such is the kingdom of God’. In the introduction we saw that there are differing opinions about the place of children in the church and in the kingdom of God. Can little children be saved or do they have to be old enough to profess faith in order to be saved? Some say this, and then only baptise older children or adults- although they often have a dedication service for infants. We need to remember two truths of the Bible: firstly, the truth of original sin. Every child born is born in sin- they are not perfect, despite popular humanistic ideas. Secondly, salvation is by the grace of God. If you are saved and in the kingdom of God it is by the grace of God in Jesus Christ. God by his Spirit touched your dead heart and made it alive in Christ- what we call regeneration. Who are we to say God cannot touch the heart of a little child? Even infants as they learn to speak may say they love Jesus after hearing that wonderful name. 

Many years ago we were in church with our little children -a different church to the one where we were asked to take the children out. Our children loved books. Our son was looking through a Bible story book. He turned the page and said in a loud voice, ‘Look, Jesus’. The preacher turned towards us and with a smile praised the Lord. ‘Out of the mouths of babes and nursing infants, you have perfected praise’ (Mat 21:16). 

Ryle reminds us of the truths of Scripture saying, ‘The souls of young children are evidently precious in God’s sight… (They) are capable of receiving grace: they are born in sin, and without grace cannot be saved. There is nothing, either in the Bible or experience, to make us think that they cannot receive the Holy Spirit, and be justified, even from the earliest infancy’. 

On the basis of Jesus welcoming little children, we welcome them, and baptise them in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. We do so also on the basis of reading in the Bible of families and households being baptised (Acts 16:33). Moreover, under the old covenant infants were circumcised as a sign of their belonging to the covenant. We do not claim that sprinkling with water saves anyone- child or adult. Rather, baptism is a ‘sign and seal of our ingrafting into Christ, and partaking of the benefits of the covenant of grace, and our engagement to be the Lord’s’ (Shorter Catechism Q94). We administer this sacrament to children of believing parents or parent, according to the promise of God in 1Corinthians 7:14. May the grace of God be with us all, including the little children, as we gather here today in his name? 
One thing you lack                                           


Luke 18:18-23
When Jesus walked in the land of Palestine he met lots of people; lots of different people, just as he would if he walked in our land today. Many came to him for healing- lepers, lame and blind people. Demon possessed people came. Widows and poor people came. All went away healed and happy. Not many rich people came to Jesus. There were the tax collectors who were rich but they were also social outcastes. These went away happy to be accepted by Jesus when they repented- for example Zacchaeus. There were the Pharisees of course, men who were religious and probably rich.

The incident reported in our reading today tells of a rich man who came to Jesus and went away sad. It is perhaps the most tragic story in the Bible. A seemingly sincere seeker of eternal life came to the giver of eternal life but went away empty handed. Why? Why this failure to get what he wanted? Was it too costly? But it was free! What was the obstacle in this encounter with Jesus?

1. Life

Jesus was approached by a ‘certain ruler’ (18:18). We are not told his name but learn from the other gospels that he was young, and that he came running along the road to Jesus and knelt before him (Mat 19:20, Mark 10:17). This story is told in all three synoptic gospels. He was a local ruler, landowner or some sort of official, not a religious ruler. He would have been taught by the Pharisees, as indicated by his knowledge of the commandments, and understanding that by keeping these and doing good works he would get eternal life. 

Jesus was known as a religious teacher. He was called Rabbi or Teacher. This young man approached Jesus with respect, calling him Teacher, to ask a very important question, a question about life. In fact he called Jesus, ‘Good Teacher’ (18:18). Jesus picked up on this because even Rabbis and Pharisees were not called good. Good was understood in the sense of ‘perfect’, and since no man is perfect no man was called good. Jesus did not exactly rebuke the young man, but wanted him to reflect on what he just said. He did not want him continuing in his ignorance. His approach to Jesus was sincere but was marked by superficial thinking. He needed to understand what he was saying and not be parroting off words he did not understand, and certainly not trying to flatter Jesus, as some suggest he was doing.

Jesus told him that, ‘No one is good except God alone’ (18:19 ESV). Why was Jesus correcting him on this point? Was he telling him not to call Jesus good- as some commentators think? But this is not what Jesus said. He was asking the young ruler to reflect on what he called Jesus. ‘Teacher’ describes a man’s work, but ‘good’ describes his character. It amounts to being without sin. Jesus did not tell him to stop calling him good; he said, ‘Why do you call me good?’ (19:19). In other words, did the ruler understand what he had just said?

The rulers question to Jesus was, ‘What shall I do to inherit eternal life?’ (18:18). Although he was keeping the commandments, as he later indicates, he was not sure that he had eternal life. Jews, like most people, had a sense that there was more to life than just this world. They thought about life after death. It is not often mentioned in the OT, but Daniel writes about the resurrection and everlasting life- as distinct from shame and everlasting disgrace (Dan 12:2). Abraham looked forward to a heavenly country (Heb 11:16). So this ruler wanted to inherit eternal life. His question may be sincere but it is fundamentally flawed. Why? What is wrong with his question? It is the same question being asked by millions today all over the world. The tragedy is that if we keep asking this question we will never obtain eternal life. As Morris writes, ‘He assumed that eternal life must be earned and that some work he was not doing at present was required’. What was the work or ritual that he must do to get this reward? 

Interestingly he was in the right track with the word ‘Inherit’ because an inheritance is received, not earned. But this truth appears to have eluded him. This man was kneeling before the One who is the way, the truth, and the life, the One who said, ‘whoever believes in me will have eternal life’. But all he could ask was, ‘What must I do?’ 

His question is in stark contrast to the prayer of the tax collector, who went home justified and having eternal life. His prayer was, ‘God, have mercy on me a sinner’ (18:13). This ruler was seeking reward for his works rather than mercy because of his sin. Morris writes, ‘The eternal life he was seeking was life in the presence of the awe-ful purity of God. If he would only reflect on what that meant, he would surely see that he was totally unfitted for the blessing he sought. He would then cry for mercy not complacently seek reward’.   

2.Look at the commandments

‘You know the commandments’ said Jesus, after setting him right about only God being good (18:20). He went on to list the second table of the Ten Commandments that deal with loving your neighbour. Why he put honouring your father and your mother at the end rather than at the beginning is not clear. It seems Jesus expected the ruler to start ticking them off- yes, yes, yes. This was the way the young man was thinking, as Jesus well knew, and picks up on this superficial level of thinking before going on to deeper issues. 

The ruler told Jesus he had kept all these commandments since his youth (18:21). This might seem a bold thing to say but remember he was not thinking deeply. His religious teachers told him to keep the letter of the law not the spirit of the law. They only looked to outward things, so in all likelihood he had not committed adultery, not killed anyone and not stolen anything. Not having told a lie seems doubtful, but Jesus does not pursue this. He was not the only Jew who claimed to have kept all the commandments. Paul writes of being blameless concerning the righteousness which is in the law (Phil 3:6). But when confronted by the risen Jesus he understood all such righteousness is as dung. The only righteousness that saves is the righteousness that comes from God by faith (Phil 3:9). 

Jesus also referred to the Ten Commandments because they reveal sin. They are there as a ‘tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be justified by faith’ (Gal 3:24). Let us also remember what Jesus says about the commandments in the Sermon on the Mount. They are not only outward but inward. Do not murder includes getting angry, and calling your brother a fool. Do not commit adultery includes lusting after a woman. The young ruler did not think of the commandments in this way. 

3. Lack one thing

Jesus listened to what the ruler said. He did not pounce on him for his bold claim to have kept the commandments.  Why?  Because it would have meant going along with his way of thinking – what must I do? If you criticise a legalist for their failure to keep the law they react by redefining the law or making new laws. 

You will have noticed that Jesus did not refer to the first table of the Ten Commandments. What do we read there?  ‘You shall have no other gods before me’ (Exod 20:3). If we go to the summary of the first table of commandments it is, ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul and all your mind’. This ties in with God being good- absolutely good, holy and just. God is a jealous God who demands whole-hearted commitment and worship.

Jesus issued this young ruler with a challenge. He put him to the test. It was in the form of, ‘Do you love me more than these?’ (John 21:15). He said, ‘You still lack one thing. Sell all you have and give to the poor and your will have treasure in heaven: and come, follow me’ (18:22). It was a simple test. It was not as if the man would become destitute; Jesus promised him treasure in heaven. Heaven must have something to do with eternal life that he was seeking. The test included an invitation to follow Jesus, to be a servant of the King. ‘Sell all you have and give to the poor’; he would even have the joy of seeing the poor helped. This was the one thing Jesus asked him to do in order to have eternal life.  

We must not for a moment think that selling everything or living in poverty will automatically mean God will bless us- like some in the Church of Rome. Nor are we to think that riches automatically mean God is blessing us. It is confusing, but there it is- some think poverty is God’s blessing and others think riches are God’s blessing! The Jews, and some churches today, hold that riches are a sign of God’s blessing. Yet Jesus goes to on to say, ‘How hard it is for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God!’ (18:24). Jesus is concerned about this man’s heart- not his bank account. But the man was more concerned about his bank account than his heart. Therein lay his problem. As he thought about the challenge set by Jesus- ultimately the challenge of life or death- ‘He became very sorrowful, for he was very rich’ (18:23). Mark writes, ‘He went away sorrowful’ (Mark 10:22).  

This is one of the saddest pictures in the Bible. A young man, who came to Jesus asking about eternal life, was told how eternal life could be his, yet he went away in deep sorrow. Why? Because he was very rich. Not only rich, but he loved his money more than Jesus. He clung to his treasure on earth and refused the offer of treasure in heaven. The words of the missionary, Jim Elliot, come to mind: ‘He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose’. You may be saying to yourself, ‘This hardly applies to me. What do I possess? I am not a rich person’. But can you honestly say you are willing to give up all you possess in order to follow Jesus?  A young woman who was called to the mission field said, ‘But what about my job? What if there’s no job when I come back?’

What is it that Jesus asks you to give up in order to follow him. What is the one thing you still lack? He does not ask everyone to sell all they possess. There are rich men in the Bible who faithfully followed the Lord- Abraham for instance. Now it is interesting with Abraham because he was also put to the test by God. It was a greater test than this young ruler faced. God asked Abraham to offer up his only son as a sacrifice. Abraham passed the test; he put the Lord God above and before everything in this world, even his own precious son. 

One thing you lack. If it is not riches that keep you from following Jesus with all your heart it may be something else. My neighbour says he will never follow Jesus because his son died in his twenties. What if God takes your son or daughter- will you still follow him? Maybe God will ask you not to marry a person you love- as he does if that person is not a believer. Who will you choose? Maybe God will ask you to give up fame on the sporting field, in the theatre, or in some academic field. All of us must be ready to face the test. ‘Do you love me more than these?’ There are people who once came to church seeking eternal life- just like the rich young ruler- but they have gone away sad. They failed the test. They were not willing to put Jesus before everything else in their life and follow Jesus. What about you?
Riches and the kingdom of God                                 
    Luke 18:24-30
On a recent flight I was reading about Sadhu Sundar Singh, a renowned Indian evangelist in the early 1900’s. His father was a Sikh, a rich and proud man. His mother taught him about all the great religions and sent him to a mission school, but never thought he would be converted. He was just a teenager when he told his father that he had become a Christian. Persuasion turned to threats from his father and brothers when he refused to give up his new found faith. He was cut out of the family inheritance. They tried to poison him in the way a friend of his was poisoned after confessing Christ. Sundar Singh left home and family without anything but the clothes he wore to become a wandering Christian Sadhu.  

 Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem when a rich young ruler ran up to him. He asked what he must do to inherit eternal life. After questioning him about the commandments, Jesus told him to sell all his possessions and follow him. He was a very rich man and could not bring himself to part with his riches. He wanted to have eternal life but was not prepared to trust in Jesus alone. Filled with sorrow, he turned away from the giver of eternal life. Looking at him go, Jesus said with great solemnity, ‘How hard it is for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God’ (18:24).

1. Needles eye

When Jesus told this young man to sell all he had he was not joking. He was not saying it would be a good thing to sell all he had, but if he found that difficult he could still come with Jesus. Jesus did not compromise on his demand. Jesus loved him but did not go running after him, begging him to come back (Mark 10:21). It was with love and sorrow that he watched him go. He saw Satan tighten his grip on the young man’s heart as he went lusting after the things of this world. Lusting after the things of this world prevented this man from trusting in Jesus. Lusting may seem a strong word but this is what we read in 1John 2:16. You might say fear of being destitute would keep you from selling all you have to follow Jesus. Lust or fear, it makes no difference. Whatever keeps you from trusting in Jesus with all your heart must go? 

You may be thinking, ‘I am not rich; this does not apply to me’. But if you have clothes and shoes, food on your table every day and a roof over your head you are rich. I remember teaching village people on the subject of poverty. I was teaching along the lines of what I have just said to you. I put my boot on the bench as I spoke about having shoes to wear only to realise that most of the class did not have shoes. They wore sandals made from old car tyres. One of the ladies lived in a mud hut with a grass roof which leaked when it rained. Surely we are rich by comparison. 

‘It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God’ said Jesus (18:25). Much has been written trying to explain these words. Some want to correct the Greek to make ‘camel’ read ‘cable’. Others say the eye of the needle was the name of a narrow gate into the city. But it is just a saying, invented or adopted by Jesus. He is using picturesque and proverbial language to portray what is impossible. The disciples understood what Jesus was saying because they asked, ‘Who then can be saved?’ (18:26). They did not understand Jesus to be speaking of something that is difficult, but of something humanly impossible. As we will see, he got them thinking about their own attitude to wealth and worldly things, and their own position in the kingdom. As fishermen they were not considered wealthy men, and whatever they had they left to follow Jesus when he called them. But they were not immune to the temptations of the world- Judas helped himself to the money bag and the sons of Zebedee argued about who would be the greatest. 

We previously said that Jesus does not ask everyone to sell all they have and give to the poor. I wonder what response he would get if he did! Think of rich people on the north shore (fat camels!)- and think of yourself. Would you be willing to dispose of all you have in order to follow Jesus?  Remember Sadhu Sunder Singh. Remember Levi in the gospel, as he left his tax booth to follow Jesus (Mark 2:14). Remember Jesus leaving the glory of heaven to come into this world and die on the cross for you. ‘He who was rich for your sakes became poor, that you through his poverty might become rich’ (2Cor 8:9). Paul was writing about the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. One commentator writes, ‘It is a miracle of grace when those who have wealth do not trust in it… man cannot but God can break the spell which wealth exercises over the wealthy’. It is hard, it is very hard, for those who are rich to enter the kingdom of God. It is impossible for those who trust in riches to enter the kingdom of God (Mark 10:24). 

It is not money or things in themselves that are the problem- it is the love we have for these things. ‘The love of money is the root of all kinds of evil, for which some have strayed from the faith in their greediness and pierced themselves through with many sorrows’ (1Tim 6:10). The rich young ruler may have been the first to turn away from Jesus in sorrow, but he was certainly not the last to pierce himself through with many sorrows because of his lust for money and worldly things. 

2. Nothing impossible for God

The proverb spoken by Jesus had a powerful effect on his hearers. They had just seen the saddest thing that a person can ever see. You might think death, especially the death of a friend, is the saddest thing you can even see. Let me assure you that to see a person turn away from Jesus is much sadder. Spiritual death has must greater consequences. I have wept over people from this church who have turned their back on Christ. I do not weep when a brother or sister in Christ goes to be with the Lord. It is said that once people leave they never return. People who turn their back on Jesus become hardened to the gospel. People who are rich love the good life and are deaf to the gospel. You cannot get them to come to worship- but God can. 

Jesus answered the despairing question of his disciples saying, ‘things that are impossible with men are possible with God’ (18:27). With God all things are possible. The grace of God is irresistible. God can turn a lover of money, a lover of the flesh, a lover of fame or a lover of the world into a lover a God. Let them hear the gospel of Jesus Christ and let God work in their hearts by the Spirit of grace. If people will not sell all they have maybe God will take it from them. He permitted all Jobs’ possessions, including his family, to be taken from him because of Satan’s accusations. God may use desperate means to bring a person to their knees because eternal life is a desperate matter. 

We must guard against the dangerous teaching that riches are always a sign of God’s blessing. This is what the Jews taught and it is what is taught in some churches today. It is called the ‘prosperity gospel’. Far from teaching how hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God, they in effect teach that those who are rich are already in the kingdom because riches are a sign of God’s blessing. God looks on the heart. When he blesses us he does not ignore our heart. The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy and peace, not gold and silver, or bricks and mortar.

3. No man’s debtor

I often heard my father-in-law say, ‘God is no man’s debtor’. As a young man he left home to go as a missionary to India. He lived by faith, trusting in God to provide for his young family. When I asked my wife if she would go with me to serve the Lord to India she knew better than I did what this meant. She had grown up hearing the words, ‘God is no man’s debtor’. The words as such are not found in the Bible, but they do sum up what Jesus said to the apostle Peter when he said, ‘we have left all and followed you’ (18:28, ESV has ‘left our homes’).

Why did Peter ask Jesus this question? Was it that he was not sure about being in the kingdom of God after hearing what Jesus just said about entering the kingdom? Whatever the reason, it gives us a rare glimpse into the personal sacrifice that Peter and others made to follow Jesus. They left their boats and fishing nets, their jobs as it were, to follow him. They had to depend on gifts and hospitality like Jesus. Like Jesus they sometimes slept rough (Luke 9:58). On the road with Jesus, Peter must have missed his wife; he would not have been able to buy her expensive gifts like other people. But Peter was not complaining. He was not following Jesus for any earthly gain- although another disciple called Judas was. He was simply reflecting on what Jesus had just said, and what he had just seen with the rich young man turning away from Jesus. Maybe it was imprudent of him to remind Jesus that they had left their homes to follow Jesus, but Jesus does not rebuke him.

Jesus’ response is to show Peter that he is more than ‘compensated’ for any sacrifice that he has made. He must not think that God was in some way obligated to him. Jesus solemnly assures him that whatever he has sacrificed, he will ‘receive many times more’ or a ‘hundredfold more’ from God (18:30, Mark 10:10:30). Jesus promised the young ruler treasure in heaven. He promised Peter eternal life. This is the greatest gift anyone can receive from God. How ever much you leave behind it will never be as much as the gift of eternal life.

It is interesting that Jesus promises much more, ‘in this present time’ or in this life (18:30). This does not mean worldly treasure. He does not promise to satisfy your greeds, just your needs. As his disciple you will not have the same worldly greed. The things of this world will not attract your like they did. You will have the wisdom to know that people who live in big houses- houses plural, and own cars- cars plural - are often the most miserable people. Rich and famous people too often take their own life because of loneliness and misery. Jesus promised Peter brothers and sisters and mothers and children, as well as a house (Mark 10:30). Relationships are the most important thing in life; a relationship with God and relationships with other people. God can supply such relationships within family, or within a church. Peter left family but found himself in a wonderful relationship with Jesus and with the other followers of Jesus.  

Though far from home, missionaries are often blessed in relationships with the local people. God is able to richly bless us (Phil 4:19). He will bless us in ways beyond what we can imagine (Eph 3:20). He blesses us with things that money cannot buy. Jesus assured Peter, he assured my father-in-law, and he assures you today, that ‘God is no man’s debtor’.    
Jesus predicts his death and resurrection                              Luke 18:31-34 
Here we are in the third month of the New Year. Not long ago we were celebrating the New Year. We were thinking about what we would do this year. We were planning a holiday, looking forward to a new baby, a new job, or a new car. We were not planning to die. We may contemplate our own death but not in the detail that Jesus speaks of - and certainly not when we are only 30 years old. It is interesting that even men in their nineties do not plan on dying any time soon. But Jesus often spoke about his coming death. 

None of us thinks our death will achieve anything, do we? Some look forward to fertilizing a rose bush with their ashes, but that’s not much. Whatever we hope to achieve, it is in our life, not our death. We look forward to building a house, raising children, healing sick people, getting a sports trophy or maybe eradicating poverty in the world, but it will always be in our life, not our death. But Jesus kept focussing on his death as being the goal of his coming into this world. 

In the passage before us Jesus speaks about suffering, being killed and, listen for it, rising from the dead. It was probably not long into the New Year, the year AD30. He was in the prime of life and was a very popular teacher and healer. He was on his way up to Jerusalem, after a wonderful ministry in Galilee, when he took the Twelve aside to tell them of his impending death. This was not a premonition- it was prophecy- written prophecy. It was not some dream that he had. He was not reading his star chart- do star charts ever say you will die this year? Probably not, but I do not know because I do not read them, and I hope, neither do you. 

As we look at the words of Jesus predicting his death and resurrection we note that this is not the first time he speaks like this. Back in chapter 9, after Peter confessed Jesus as the Christ of God, Jesus said he must suffer and be killed and be raised on the third day; this was probably about a year before his death. Some readers point to a second prediction in Luke 9:44 where he speaks of being betrayed. What we see here in our text is therefore the third prediction; although some point to other verses and say this is the seventh prediction (e.g. Morris). What is interesting are the similarities between Luke 9:22 and this verse in Luke 18:33. There are some differences also; in particular, that he will be delivered to the Gentiles to be mocked and spat on. This has implications for the manner of his being killed; the Jews stoned those sentenced to death while the Romans crucified them.

1. In the prophets

Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. This was the holy city where Jews went to worship God. He was getting closer when he took the apostles aside to tell them what would happen in Jerusalem. He told them that, ‘all things that are written by the prophets concerning the Son of Man will be accomplished/ fulfilled’ (18:31). ‘Son of Man’ is how Jesus often spoke of himself. It is a title derived from Daniel 7, and as such has Messianic significance. The fact that this title is derived from the OT shows that Jesus was familiar with the Scriptures. He was familiar with the prophets and what they wrote about Messiah. While most Jews believed that Messiah was coming, they did not think of him as a suffering servant; despite the clear words of Isaiah 53. They thought Messiah would be a conquering king and great leader like David, who would deliver them from the Romans. 

The Jews thought Messiah would establish his kingdom on earth. They once tried to crown him as such a king (John 6:15). Jesus would have no part in such things, later saying to Pilate, ‘My kingdom is not of this world’ (John 18:36). But the apostles, like the rest of the Jews, were ‘brainwashed’ into this false understanding of Messiah. We should not be too critical. ‘Brainwashing’ continues in the church today, particularly in matters of Biblical prophecy. 

Jesus, of course, understood the prophets perfectly- being the author of such prophecies. He not only understood what was written, but also that it must be fulfilled- it must be fulfilled in him. All Scripture from Genesis to Revelation is the word of God, so all must be fulfilled. Much of it is already fulfilled in the first coming of Christ. There is also prophecy referring to his second coming, and this is yet to be fulfilled. 

Isaiah records words of the Lord saying, ‘So shall my word be that goes forth from my mouth; it shall not return void but it shall accomplish what I please, and it shall prosper the thing for which I sent it’ (Isa 55:11). Just before this, in chapter 53, Isaiah wrote of the suffering servant of God, the Messiah of God. He wrote of Messiah being despised and rejected (cf. 9:22). He wrote of Messiah being smitten and afflicted, pierced and bruised, and cut off from the land of the living’.  

2. Insulted and killed 

What Jesus told the Twelve would happen to the Son of Man was in full agreement with what was written in the prophets. In the earlier mention of his death and resurrection he spoke of being rejected by the elders, chief priests and scribes (9:22), which is just what Isaiah wrote (Isa 53:5). Here in chapter 18 Jesus said he would be mocked, insulted and spat upon, which is just what Isaiah wrote. He said he would be scourged and killed, again exactly as written in the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah refers to him going to the grave, but yet as, ‘seeing his seed’ and ‘having prolonged his days’ (Isa 53:10), a reference to his resurrection. Rising after three days was prophesied in Jonah who spent three days in the great fish (Mat 12:40). The prophets did not refer to his being delivered to the Gentiles as such, but the manner of his execution, namely crucifixion, necessitated the hands of Gentiles. Moses lifting up the snake in the desert, and his reference to the curse of God being upon a man hung on a tree (Deut 21:23), point to Messiah being crucified.

It is amazing that Jesus could predict in such great detail the manner of his suffering, death and resurrection. No other man in history has been able to do this. Jesus could do so because of what was written in the prophets. Clearly his death was no accident. It was at the hands of wicked men but was ‘by the determined purpose and foreknowledge of God’ (Acts 2:23). It was according to the Scriptures. The death of Jesus of Nazareth on a cross outside Jerusalem is engraved not only in Biblical history but in human history. No sensible person has ever denied that Jesus of Nazareth was crucified. It was prophesied, it happened, and it is recorded in history. History is divided by this man, this Son of Man and Son of God. 

Jesus not only predicted his death but also his resurrection. No wonder his disciples did not understand what he was saying. No man ever spoke like this before. Matthew tells us that when Jesus spoke like this Peter took him aside to rebuke him (Mat 16:22). Luke simply says, ‘they understood none of these things’ (18:34). These words no doubt would have applied to us if we had been there. Maybe they still apply to you. Some who call themselves Christians still do not believe that Jesus rose again on the third day. 

3. Incomprehensible

It is sad but true that not a few who go to church and partake of the sacraments understand little more than the disciples did at this time. They may believe that Jesus died on the cross, but not necessarily that he rose again. They find they cannot believe in the virgin birth or the resurrection because these are beyond natural human understanding. They may be taught that it doesn’t matter anyway. Many see Jesus as a great teacher in the mould of Mandela or Ghandi. They think it a shame that he did not live to be an old man like Mandela; imagine how much more good he could have done in this world! We have seen how Jesus corrected the rich young ruler in his use of the word ‘good’- God alone is good. So let us not be thinking of Jesus is this way and comparing him to mere men of this world.

Jesus was born to die. It is his death, and the power of his resurrection, that changes the hearts of men and women in this world, not his good life. His death was not a tragic accident; it was the reason he was born into this world, according to what is written in Scripture. He died at the exact time determined by God. They tried to kill him when he first spoke in Nazareth but his hour had not yet come. When that hour came Jesus was in Jerusalem ready to suffer and be killed. He knew the will of his Father in heaven. It was written in the prophets. But at this time, ‘This saying was hidden from them’, from the Twelve. As we said, they were brainwashed by the rabbis. Despite being with Jesus for over two years they did not understand these things. The prophecy was so incredible, and their sin so blinding, that only God could open their eyes to this glorious gospel.  

The wonderful thing is that God did just that. They saw Jesus arrested and they saw him suffer. They saw him hung on the cross and they thought this was the end. They were filled with sorrow and fear as they went into hiding. But then they saw the empty tomb and they saw the risen Jesus. They remembered the words that we read here in Luke 18 and in other passages. In Luke 24 we read how the women, prompted by the angels, remembered these words of Jesus. The Twelve remembered these words because they were so incredible but they later believed every word Jesus spoke. Geldenhuys writes, ‘Precisely because it was so incomprehensible to them, the pronouncements remained fixed in their minds, so that after his resurrection they could recollect everything clearly’.  

After his resurrection, when they were all together, the Holy Spirit came upon them and they went out to tell the gospel to the whole world. What Jesus said, and what it meant, was no longer hidden from them. They were no longer doubters but believers. They were not preaching their own ideas but what they had seen and heard, and what was written in the Scriptures. Paul refers to the gospel in terms of ‘according to the Scriptures’; ‘Christ died for our sins, according to the Scriptures, and was buried and rose again on the third day, according to the Scriptures’ (1Cor 15:3-4).  

I trust that it has all come together for you and that you are not missing any pieces to the puzzle, as a preacher once said. Is there anything here in the words of Jesus that you do not understand or find hard to accept. If so, I pray that you will be enlightened by the Holy Spirit. Our faith is based on facts not fiction. These facts or events were in the mind of God from eternity. They were revealed in the Scriptures of the OT. They were fulfilled in the NT. They remain facts today and always. Jesus did not at this time explain why he had to die and rise again. He did this after his resurrection (Luke 24:47). We will also leave this to another time.  
Blind man cries for mercy 




Luke 18:35-43

In India we enjoyed eating papaya for breakfast in the places we recently visited. I remembered teaching poor village people how to grow this fruit because it is rich in vitamin A. In India thousands of children go blind because they do not get sufficient vitamin A in their diet. They may only have rice to eat. It is sad that many children go blind for lack of knowledge and means. It is even sadder that millions of people in India, and around the world, are spiritually blind because of a lack of knowledge and means. 

All of us are born in sin. We are spiritually blind. Through the gospel of Jesus Christ we get knowledge about our sinful condition and about how we can be saved from our blindness. Through the gospel we come to know of the means whereby we must be saved. Through this story of the blind man we also learn of the means of being saved. He was in no doubt about his blindness of course. He knew he could not see, though a man born blind may well think this is how life is meant to be. This man not only knew he was blind, but desperately and vigorously sought the means by which he might have his eyes opened. 

The testimony of this man is the same as that of the man born blind in John 9. He said, 'once I was blind but now I see'. John Newton gave the same testimony. In his famous hymn he wrote, 'I once was blind but now I see'. He was blind because of sin. As a slave trader he lived in drunkenness and debauchery, until one day in desperation he cried to Jesus for mercy. What is your testimony? Do you say, 'once I was blind but now I see'? Or do you, like so many, proudly say, 'Me blind'? 'Me a sinner'? Or do you use the means available and cry out, 'Lord, that I may see'!

1. Coming of Jesus

Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem, as we know from the previous section. He had crossed the Jordan and come to Jericho. Herod the Great had established a new city near the ancient city destroyed by Joshua. Luke says Jesus was coming near Jericho (18:35), while Mark says, 'as he went out of Jericho' (Mark 10:46). To account for this difference one suggestion is that he was going out of the old city and coming into the new city. Note that Mark gives this man a name: Bartimaeus. Mathew says there were two blind men begging (Mat 20:29). 

Bartimaeus was sitting by the side of the road begging when he heard a crowd approaching. He asked someone what was going on. Was it a wedding party? Was it a politician coming to town? They told him that Jesus of Nazareth was passing by (18:37). As we have just said, he was on his way to Jerusalem with the Twelve and a crowd of people following him. The name 'Jesus of Nazareth' meant something to Bartimaeus. The word Nazareth referred to the home town of Jesus. There were probably other men called Jesus but only one Jesus of Nazareth. The blind man called him, 'Jesus, son of David', which amounted to calling him Messiah. 

He must have heard a lot about this Jesus, about his mighty works and wonderful words. He must have known about the promised Messiah of Scripture but, unlike the Pharisees, believed that this Jesus was the Messiah. This blind man saw more clearly than the Pharisee. This is the only place in Luke where Jesus is given this Messianic title, ‘Son of David’ -apart from where Jesus points them to Psalm 110 (20:41).

2. Cry for mercy

Hearing that it was Jesus who was passing by, the blind man cried out, 'Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me'(18:38). The people were making a lot of noise as they jostled one another along the road, trying to get a glimpse of Jesus or trying to touch him. When the beggar cried out they told him to be quiet. He was a ‘nobody’ in this society. People threw him some coins but no one ever stopped to listen to him. 

People warning him to be quiet only made him shout all the louder - 'Son of David, have mercy on me'! He repeats this Messianic title. Jesus was not used to hearing this title. He would not have seen this beggar sitting by the road, but heard this title attached to his name. Someone knew more about him than most of the people following him.

Jesus also heard the word 'mercy'. Only humble people cry for mercy. Only people who see their need and realise they cannot help themselves, cry for mercy. We heard such a cry from the tax collector earlier in this chapter (18:13). This man saw his sin and knew it had to be atoned for. He did not try to atone for it himself, as the Pharisee did, but cried to God for mercy. 

The blind man had the immediate need of not being able to see, but he also had the same need of the tax collector. He needed forgiveness for his sin. What is your need at present? Are you asking God to supply that need? What is your greatest need? Do you see your sin, and are you crying to God for mercy? When was the last time you cried to the Lord for mercy because of some sin- a word, a deed or a thought? When I was a teenager the minister of the church spoke on this passage- I do not remember many sermons from those days but I do remember this one, or one point from it at least. The minister made it clear that this was the last time Jesus passed through Jericho. He was on his way to Jerusalem to die. If this beggar had been put off by the crowd, where would be now? 

Jesus is passing by right now as you hear the gospel. Today, now, is the time of salvation. Now is the time to cry to the Lord for mercy. Do not put off repenting of your sin and believing in Jesus. Many put themselves in grave danger when they hear the gospel but put off responding and calling on Jesus for mercy. Satan uses all sorts of means to try and stop you calling out to Jesus. He tells you that you are too busy right now. He says you are still young and have plenty of time. He tells you that you are basically a good person. He tells you that you are too big a sinner to be saved. He may use your friends to tell you to enjoy life and not get involved in religion. Bartimaeus do not listen to the crowd. He was a poor but wise. He cried out to Jesus in the day of opportunity. 

3. Compassion of Jesus 

'Jesus stood still and commanded him to be brought to him' (18:40). The blind man got up and moved through the crowd towards Jesus. Jesus asked him, 'what do you want me to do for you?' (18:41). This wasn’t a silly question. Of course the man was blind and wanted to see, but did he dare to hope for such a wonderful thing? As he sat by the road he called out to people passing by for help. They took pity and threw him some coins. Was this the sort of mercy he expected from Jesus?  

In Japan I saw how people in the Shinto religion worship. They go to the shrine and buy a charm for good luck in exams, in a job, in marriage, in sport, in business or whatever. Or they write their wishes on a wooden plank and hang it on a post. All they wish for is good luck in this life. Some Christians worship like this. All they pray for is good luck and success on this world. Jesus asked the blind man, 'what do you want me to do for you?’ When Jesus asks you, 'What do you want me to do for you?’, how do you answer him?

'Lord, I want to see', he said. He cried to the Son of David for mercy. Jesus asked him to specify what he wanted. What he asked for was a miracle. It was a medical matter of course but something way beyond the expectations of medical science. It is not wrong to ask for such a miracle today but the prayer of this blind man was not simply for physical sight. The blind man asked in faith. His cry was to Jesus of Nazareth, not to a man-made idol. It was to Jesus who lives and who is Lord. It was a cry to Jesus who is the Son of God. He later gave glory to God (18:43). He cried to Jesus for mercy. He called to the Lord in faith.

Jesus had compassion on him and opened his eyes so he could see. Only Matthew says that Jesus touched his eyes (Mat 20:34). Jesus said, 'your faith has made you well' (18:42). What did he mean by this? Clearly, the man’s faith in and of itself did not heal him. He did not sit by the road telling himself, or having others tell him, to have more faith and he would be healed. Faith must have an object. This can be a man-made god as in Hinduism or Shinto religion. It can be in a person like your doctor, or in yourself. Or it can be in Jesus Christ. Jesus saw that this blind man had faith in Jesus. He asked Jesus to open his eyes. It was this faith that Jesus saw and responded to. 

Faith in Jesus is essential. Jesus looks for faith. He earlier asked if he would find faith on the earth when he came back (18:8). He found it in this blind beggar. Does he find faith in your heart? Faith is believing, not only that God exists, but that Jesus is his only begotten Son and that Jesus has power to heal and to forgive sin. Jesus opened his physical eyes; he also opened his spiritual eyes to see the grace of God in Jesus Christ. 

4. Conduct

Medical doctors heal you so that you can go back to work. They appreciate your thanks but do not expect you to turn around and worship them- I hope! But Jesus does. He looks for faith before healing and looks for worship after he heals. This is because his healing is more than physical. His healing miracle is a sign, a sign of the kingdom of God.

Jesus expects those who receive his mercy not only to thank him but to give glory to God- see the healing of the ten lepers in Luke 17. This is exactly what the blind man did. He gave thanks and praise to God because he now understood that Jesus was not only the Son of David but also the Son of God. He was giving glory to God. 

The crowd previously tried to stop him crying out to Jesus but he would not stop. After meeting Jesus and being given his sight he rejoiced and gave glory to God. The crowd could not stop him. In fact they joined him in praising God when they saw what Jesus did for this blind beggar. Do people around you know what Jesus has done for you?
Zacchaeus                                               



Luke 19:1-10

‘Zacchaeus was a very little man, and a very little man was he; he climbed up into a sycamore tree, the Saviour he wanted to see’. Even if you have not sung this chorus you will know this wonderful story from the Bible. The first Bible story you read may well have been that of Zacchaeus. It is a story understood by children, but also one with lessons for adults. There are a number of lessons, the most important being that given by Jesus himself at the end; ‘The Son of Man has come to see and to save what was lost’ (19:10). 

This story comes straight after that of blind Bartimaeus. These men come from opposite ends of the spectrum as far a society goes; one is poor and the other rich, but they both meet Jesus. The poor man believed and followed Jesus, but what about the rich man? Did Jesus not say in the previous chapter that is was virtually impossible for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God (18:24). He also said that with God all things are possible. Unlike the rich young ruler, this rich man willingly gives half his goods to the poor. Zacchaeus is different in that he is a tax collector, not a nobleman. We previously heard a tax collector crying to God for mercy (18:13) - like blind Bartimaeus- but there is no such cry from Zacchaeus. This is the context of this passage. Let us look at it now under the headings: climbs a tree, called by Jesus, crowd complains, and confession and restitution. 

1. Climbs a tree

Jesus was passing through Jericho, the new Jericho, on his way to Jerusalem. This was the last time he would come that way, as we noted with Bartimaeus whose desperate cry we heard last time. We stressed that this was the last time he would see Jesus, the Son of David. It is the same for Zacchaeus. Like all Jews, Zacchaeus had heard about Jesus of Nazareth and he wanted to see him. He was not so bold as to cry out like Bartimaeus. Nor was he tall enough to see over the crowd. What would he do? He really wanted to see this man- but how? He ran ahead and climbed up a tree. The sycamore tree has low, spreading branches making it easy to climb. He probably hid himself as best he could so as not to be laughed at. 

Most think Zacchaeus was driven by curiosity. There is no indication he wanted to meet Jesus or even have Jesus see him. Not that there is anything wrong with curiosity. Some people come to church as curious observers. If this is you, remember, Jesus knows your heart and he is powerful to save you from your sin. 

2. Call of Jesus

‘When Jesus came to the place he looked up’ (19:5). He saw Zacchaeus in the tree. Zacchaeus had not called out but Jesus still saw him. Jesus saw him and spoke to him by name. How did he know his name? Actually, he knew more about Zacchaeus than just his name. Zacchaeus must have felt a bit like Nathanael whom Jesus saw under the fig tree. Jesus did not simply say, ‘Hi Zacchaeus, what are you doing up that tree’? He told him to come down, not because he looked stupid up in the tree but because, ‘I must stay at your house today’ (19:5). Zacchaeus would have been surprised and embarrassed at being seen in the tree.  And how did Jesus know his name? His heart must have been racing. What was he to do? Should he run, or try to hide in the crowd? But the eyes of all were on him as Jesus spoke. Everyone in town knew who he was- he was hoping Jesus didn’t know.

Zacchaeus was the corrupt tax collector in town. Jericho was a strategic city for such an occupation. He was the chief tax collector with others working for him. He became a rich man through charging and pocketing excessive taxes. Everyone in town knew him and now it seemed Jesus knew also. But while everyone in town treated him like a prostitute or a leper, he heard Jesus say, ‘Come down. Today I must stay at your house’ (19:5). No Pharisee or self- righteous Jew would ever have entered the house of a tax collector. But Jesus of Nazareth, who had done many good works and spoken wonderful words, said he wanted to come and stay in his house. What was going on? Jesus was different. He spoke with love and with authority.  Jesus was not just inviting himself to stay; he said, ‘I must stay at your house’ (19:5). He was compelled to stay at this house. Was this a duty or social obligation among the Jews? No. It was a divine compulsion. It was the will of God for Jesus to stay at his house.  

Zacchaeus struggled to believe what he heard. This righteous man Jesus coming to stay at his house, the house of a sinner! This Jesus knew his name, told him to come down from the tree and then said with such authority he must stay at his house today. Zacchaeus quickly climbed down and ran to Jesus. He welcomed Jesus with great joy (19:6). This probably means he welcomed him into his house, although some think everything took place under the tree. There is no indication at this stage that he knew Jesus as the Son of David or Messiah, as Bartimaeus did. What Zacchaeus knew was that he was a sinner and Jesus was being loving towards him. Jesus knew all about him but did not condemn him as other rabbis did. Rather, Jesus was coming to stay at his house. How amazing!

3. Crowd complains

The crowd called Zacchaeus a sinner and despised him. He was a sinner of course- an obvious sinner. But they failed to see their own sin. They thought their good works made up for their sin. Each one thought Jesus should come to their house because they were ‘good’ people. But there is not a house in this world that is not the house of a sinner. The difference is that some, like Zacchaeus, recognise their sin, while others do not. Only those who admit their sin can truly repent of their sin. Repentance is what Jesus looks for. He said, ‘The kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel’, or believe in Jesus (Mark 1:15). 

Was the crowd complaining to Zacchaeus, or to Jesus? They were not really speaking to either but just grumbling to each other (19:7). Jesus and Zacchaeus were aware of the grumbling but were not put off.  Zacchaeus usually felt alone and ostracised in the crowd but now he had Jesus- he was no longer alone. 

Do you feel threatened by the crowd? Do you listen to the crowd and get put off from coming to church? Both Bartimaeus and Zacchaeus had the crowd against them but they were not put off. They went to Jesus when he called. Do be aware and alert of the crowd, even in the church. Self-righteous people can be found anywhere and everywhere. 

4. Confession and restitution

Up till this point Zacchaeus has not said a word. He did not call out for mercy like Bartimaeus. He does not say anything about who Jesus is, or even show that he knows who Jesus is. He was just curious. But Jesus saw him. Jesus called him. Jesus said, ’I must stay at your house’. Zacchaeus simply obeyed. It is great to hear a person testifying, ‘Jesus did this’ rather than, ‘I did this’.

You will have seen written prayers that are given to people to pray to become a Christian. They will be asked, ‘Have you prayed this prayer- if so you are a Christian’. There are these stereotypes about conversion, all focusing on human activity. There are, of course, common elements in any conversion, and our response is necessary, but it is fundamentally God’s work, as we see here with Zacchaeus, and in the lesson at the end. 

God can and does save whom he wills, from the poor man like Bartimaeus to the rich man like Zacchaeus. Jesus called and saved each of them. He commented on the faith of Bartimaeus but not of Zacchaeus. Faith is essential but it is the gift of God anyway. God makes the first move to save us because we are dead in our sin. Zacchaeus was dead when he was up the tree, but Jesus called him down and made him alive. 

We do not see Zacchaeus confessing his sin like his fellow tax collector in Luke 18:13. Is this a concern? No, because he shows the state of his heart by his actions. Words without action mean nothing. Faith without works is dead. Ryle says, ‘Converted sinners will always give evidence of their conversion’. After being called and receiving the compassion of Jesus Christ, Zacchaeus became a changed man. The Holy Spirit worked in his heart to make him a new creation in Christ Jesus (2Cor 5:17). 

How do we know Zacchaeus was saved? Well, Jesus later says so, but before this we are told of his repentance as shown in his deeds. His response was immediate. He did not say, 'I will go and think about it'. He did not, like the rich young ruler, look at his bank balance. This man looked at Jesus and said, ‘Lord, I give half my goods to the poor’ (19:8). The rich young ruler stumbled when asked to give all he had to the poor. There was no stumbling with this rich man. He gave half to the poor before being asked.

Zacchaeus also realised that some of his goods were not rightly his. He had taken things by false accusation. He said to his Lord, ‘I restore these fourfold’. Under the law he was required to give back what he had taken plus 20% (Lev 6:5). He said he would give back the amount stolen plus 300% (cf. Exod 22:1). He said he would do this right away. We can picture him taking out his money bag and setting things right regarding his riches. Riches are such a snare to believing in Jesus that he could not get rid of them fast enough, especially what was stolen money. Let our repentance be immediate and without question. He who delays is lost. Restitution, where possible, is important. Stolen things must be returned. We ask forgiveness for lies we have spoken. A murderer will go and confess his crime. Yes, this has happened. 

Zacchaeus was a changed man. He was a new man in Christ Jesus.  Jesus called him and the Holy Spirit changed his heart. He was born again of the Spirit of God. How do we know this? We see a demonstration of his repentance and faith in Jesus. We also read that Jesus said, ‘Today salvation has come to this house’ (19:9). We do not know if there were other people in his household but Zacchaeus at least was saved. Since he was saved through the love of Jesus others could be saved through the same covenant love. The Lord chooses whom he will. The Lord is a covenant keeping God. 

The mention of Abraham reminds us of God’s covenant, that through Abraham all the families of the earth would be blessed. Jesus reminds Zacchaeus, and the crowd, that this man is a son of Abraham (19:9). He is a Jew, even though they called him a sinner. Now he is a true son of Abraham, one born of the Spirit, and not only of the flesh.

‘For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost’ (19:10). This is the take home, or take to heart, lesson from this story. Do you understand the lesson? In the first place, we understand that all are lost and need to be saved. The lost are sinners. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Denying sin is denying yourself the opportunity of repentance.

Secondly, it is Jesus who saves. The Son of Man is Jesus Christ, the Son of God. He died to save us from our sin. Thirdly, and most importantly and most wonderfully, Jesus seeks those who are lost. Many will testify, like Zacchaeus, that they were not really seeking salvation in Jesus. They were just curious. Some are not even curious, but Jesus can powerfully impact lives and change hearts as he will. Maybe it is a prayer, your prayer that Jesus is answering. Jesus seeks us in his love and saves us by his grace.           
Ruler receives his kingdom                                       

Luke 19:11-27

Josephus, the Jewish historian, writes of Archelaus, a son of Herod the Great, going to Rome to receive the title ‘king’. He had inherited the land of Judea but at this time the Romans were in power. The people of Judea hated Archelaus because of his cruelty. They sent a delegation to Rome to oppose his claim to be their king. Augustus Caesar still appointed him as ruler over the region but denied him the title ‘king’. When Jesus spoke in this parable of a nobleman going to a far country to receive a kingdom, his hearers may have reflected on Herod going to Rome. Even so, the parable is really about the kingdom of God; specifically about the time of its coming. He spoke in response to the people’s misunderstanding about the kingdom of God. They thought the kingdom of God would come immediately (19:11). 

Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem for the Passover. There was great anticipation among the Jews that Jesus would finally declare his hand as it were, and show himself to be the Messiah. For them Messiah meant one who would overthrow the Romans and restore the kingdom to Israel. This expectation was still around after his death and resurrection (Acts 1:6). This expectation lies behind the crowd welcoming Jesus into Jerusalem as King, then later that week calling out, ‘Crucify him, we have no king but Caesar’. Misunderstanding the word of God can be dangerous. In this parable, and in all his words and actions, Jesus tried to explain that his kingdom was not of this world. Many still do not understand what Jesus says. They preach the gospel for the sole purpose of bringing about moral and social change in this world. And then there are those who preach that Jesus will set up his kingdom in Palestine- just as these Jews thought.

1. Spoke a parable

‘Therefore he said’ (19:12). Jesus spoke this parable to correct false expectations about the kingdom of God. It was not going to appear immediately. In fact the king had to go to a ‘far country’ to receive his kingdom and then return. The nobleman in the parable is Jesus himself.  He was near Jerusalem and had popular support, but rather than establishing an earthly kingdom he would soon be gone. He would be gone for a long time. The ‘far country’ refers to heaven. Jesus was returning to heaven, to the right hand of God the Father. 

Jesus is there in heaven right now. We are living in this time in which Jesus has gone to receive his kingdom. This parable speaks to us today. Like other kingdom parables, it focuses on what people do during the lengthy absence of the king. There are people who do not want the king to return because they reject him. There are others who are his servants. They are suitably equipped and told to look after things in his absence. 

This parable is similar to the so called, ‘Parable of the Talents’ in Matthew 25, but there is no reason to think they are records of the same parable. Jesus may well have used the same idea on different occasions in his teaching ministry. In Matthew the servants are given much larger amounts, and differing amounts; a talent was 30 minas; a mina was about three month’s wages.

2. Servants –faithful

As the nobleman prepared to leave he called his servants and gave each one a mina. He told them to do business till he returned. He gave them all the same amount and all the same instruction- put the money to work until he came back. Did they all do as he told them? Two of them did but one failed to. We are not told about the other seven. The ruler gave his servants money to do business while he was away. Besides his servants there were citizens who openly hated him (19:14). There is no indication that any of the servants hated him. One servant failed to obey the master but did not actually hate him. More of this man and the enemies later. 

When the ruler returned, having received his kingdom, he called his servants to report to him and show how much they gained by trading with his mina (19:15). One man comes forward telling his master that he had earned ten minas. That was an excellent return of 1000%. He must have worked hard and/or invested wisely. Yet he humbly tells the master, ‘Your mina has earned ten minas’ (19:16). He does not say, ‘Look what I have earned’. The master commends this servant saying, ‘We’ll done, good servant’. Along with this commendation for faithful service came a reward; he was put in charge of ten cities (19:17). He was given greater responsibility in the master’s kingdom. Morris writes, ‘This reward is not rest, but the opportunity for wider service’. 

The second servant to report had earned five minas using the one mina given him by the master. This was only half what the first servant earned but still he was rewarded. He was put in charge of five cities. Again we see the reward being that of further opportunity to serve in the master’s kingdom. He had come back after receiving his kingdom. This refers to Jesus returning on the clouds of heaven in power and great glory. We will all have to give an account to him on that day (Rom 14:12). Books will be opened and examined. The dead will be judged according to their works, as written in these books (Rev 20:12). But before you jump to the conclusion that it is good works that save us, notice there is another book that John sees- the Book of Life. It is this book that determines whether or not we are saved.

This parable does not teach anything contrary to salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. What it teaches is that we are saved unto good works. It teaches that true Christians get busy in the Lord’s work. They do so out of obedience. These servants were not working to get a reward, and neither do we- neither a heavenly reward nor much less an earthly reward. We get busy in pleasing our heavenly master, using the resources and gifts he has given us. We have all been given something to use. Hanko says the mina refers to the word of God that is given to all Christians. That Word is to be read and shared and lived by all God’s people. Putting it on the shelf for safe keeping is being disobedient and unfaithful. Paul charged Timothy to preach the word (2Tim 4:2). Read your Bible and let the word dwell in your heart richly. If you do this you cannot but help to bear fruit.  

The master does not say doing business will be easy. Some Christians labour in difficult circumstances. Some spend years in prison. ‘How can they use their mina in such a place?’ you ask.  They can pray. They can speak to their captors. Paul wrote many letters from prison. John Bunyan wrote his signature work while in prison. You are not in prison, and you have no excuse for not using the mina given you by the Lord. What are you doing with your mina?  

3. Servant- unfaithful

We come to another servant; to one who is unfaithful. I pray that none of us are like this servant. If you have any doubt then urgently seek the Lord asking him, ‘Lord, what will you have me to do?’. Every believer has been given the word of God. What are doing with this word? Are you using it at home and in the church? Doing nothing is not an option. This unfaithful servant did not realise this. When asked by the master how much he had earned, he said he had kept the mina ‘put away in a napkin’ (19:20). This was bad enough, but he goes on to make excuses and to condemn himself out of his own mouth. ‘I feared you because you are an austere man’ he said to the master. He described such a man in what seems to be a proverbial way, saying, you reap what you did not sow’ (19:21). 

If he really feared the master he would have done what he was told. He would have put his mina to work (19:13). He failed to obey what was commanded; and so he was condemned. ‘Out of your own mouth I will judge you, you wicked servant’ (19:22). Even if he had put the money in the bank it would have earned some interest- and that without risk. Keeping it in a napkin was very risky. Keeping a family Bible on the shelf will not do. Refusing to read the ‘wrong version’ will not do. He was a foolish, as well as disobedient servant. Some say the servant was condemned because of his attitude; because he viewed the master as severe or hard when he was really kind and gracious. Jesus is certainly a gracious king but he will judge justly when he comes. Indeed, the ‘wrath of the Lamb’ is to be feared (Rev 6:16).  What the master condemns is disobedience. 

The wicked servant has the mina taken from him and given to the servant who had gained the ten minas- that is, the one with the most. This raised objections from some- just who is not clear (19:25). But the nobleman of the parable, or Jesus himself, affirms that this is the right thing to do, and indeed this will be done. Unfaithful servants will not be getting any reward, and even what they have will be taken from them (19:26). What does this mean in terms of salvation? Jesus does not say this unfaithful servant will be taken out and killed like the enemies (19:27). But in the similar parable in Matthews’s gospel the wicked and lazy servant is cast into outer darkness (Mat 25:30). Was Judas the classic wicked servant? Some suggest this. 

There are people in the church who appear to be servants of the Lord but, ‘by their fruits you will know them’, as Jesus said (Mat 7:20). The visible church is not the same as the invisible church of true believers. ‘False profession and formality will fail to abide the fire of God’s judgment; grace, and grace only shall stand’ writes J C Ryle. Such loss does not mean a true believer can ever perish. It means, brothers and sisters, that you ‘must be ever more diligent to make your call and election sure’ (2Peter 1:10).

4. Slay enemies

When the nobleman went to a far country to receive his kingdom there were citizens who went after him saying, ‘We will not have this man reign over us’ (19:14). They hated him and rejected him as their ruler. This, of course, points to the Jews who rejected Jesus and had killed him by the end of the week. It also points to all who have rejected Jesus and continue to reject him today, saying, ‘I will not have Jesus rule my life’. 

What will be the end of such people? What will happen to them when Jesus returns? The words of Jesus are very clear. Let us make no mistake as to the end of those who die rejecting Jesus, or who are still alive rejecting Jesus when he returns. Read the solemn words of verse 27- ‘Bring them here and kill them in front of me’. This slaying means to be destroyed and cast into the lake of fire for eternity.

I close with the words of Hebrews 12 and verse 28: ‘Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us have grace by which we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear. For our God is a consuming fire’.
Messiah approaches Jerusalem                   


Luke 19: 28-40
This passage is usually called the Triumphal Entry. It is remembered on Palm Sunday, often with people waving palm branches as they go to worship. Luke does not refer to any palm branches- Matthew and Mark write of tree branches and John of palm branches. These branches, along with people’s clothes, were spread like a carpet along the road in front of Jesus. This momentous event is recorded in all four gospels. It marks the beginning of so-called Passion Week, the week in which Jesus was crucified. You will notice that we still have five more chapters in Luke’s gospel, so over 25% of the gospel is remaining. In Matthew an even greater proportion of the gospel comes after this event- that is during the last week of Jesus’ life on earth. 

The story is fast moving and filled with action- as with most gospel stories. I was listening to a children’s writer telling how children understand stories. ‘Why do children love to hear the same story over and over again?’ he was asked. I reflected on how children love hearing Bible stories. We have been reading some of the most exciting stories in the Bible- and in the world. Take time to tell these to your children. They will love them more than what they see on the TV. Even as we grow old, we still love these stories. Do remind your children that these are true stories, unlike most of what they see on TV. 

As we look at this passage today we will do so under four headings: draws near Jerusalem, donkey delivered, disciples cry out, and demand of the Pharisees.

1. Draws near Jerusalem

Luke has been telling us for some time that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. Way back in chapter 9 he wrote that Jesus steadfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem (9:51). This was around six months before this time. Jesus was not welcome in Samaria so had to go down the eastern side of the Jordan River and cross over into Jericho. Jesus knew what would happen to him in Jerusalem. He told this to the Twelve but they did not understand (18:31-34). 

He passed though Jericho, which is on the Jordan plain about 27 km ENE of Jerusalem. He climbed the road until he came near to Bethany, just 2.5 km from Jerusalem on the eastern slopes of the Mount of Olives. From the top of this small mountain range the city of Jerusalem could be surveyed. Bethany was home to Lazarus and his two sisters. It is still known today, but the place called Bethphage cannot be precisely located. 

Jesus was moving along this road with the Twelve and a large crowd of ‘disciples’. We came across this crowd in Jericho. They were following Jesus to hear what he said and see what he did. John tells us that in Bethany he raised Lazarus from the dead. They were also going up to the Passover. All Jewish men were required to go to Passover. They came from all over the world. Women and children would accompany them as they went up in large family groups. The crowd had grown enormous by the time they got to Bethany (19:37) - bolstered as it was by people coming out to see Lazarus (John 12:6).

2. Donkey delivered

As a young Christian I enjoyed this passage, especially the supernatural part about Jesus knowing where there was a colt, and that the owners would let him have it because, ‘The Lord had need of it’. Then in Bible College I was told that Jesus had organised it all beforehand. Morris writes of a ‘prearranged password’. While this is possible, I think it unlikely in the circumstances. There is no indication in the text of any prearrangement. The two disciples sent by Jesus do not go to the owners of the colt with a password. They simply start untying the animal - note ‘owners’ plural. They did not go looking for the colt because it was right where Jesus told them. They found it just as Jesus had said (19:32).  

When the owners saw the two disciples taking the colt they asked what they were doing. The two answered, ‘The Lord has need of him’, just as Jesus had instructed them (19:34). Who wanted the colt? The Lord! Who is the Lord? Jesus was not widely known as ‘the Lord’, even though he was often addressed in this way by his disciples. With the definite article ‘the’, this is specific. God is ‘the Lord’. Then they were told of a divine necessity. What they were told sounds a lot like what Zacchaeus heard from Jesus; ‘Today I must stay at your house’. Moreover, if Jesus could see Nathanael under the fig tree, and if Jesus knows what is in a man, he would know about this donkey and what was in the hearts of the owners.

The Lord, or Jesus, must have this colt because of divine necessity. It was a colt that had never been ridden (19:30). It was unspoiled and suitable for sacred purposes. When David made his son Solomon king of Israel he had him ride on a mule, a mule belonging to the king (1Kings 1:33). This was not just an idea that Jesus suddenly had- he was fulfilling divine prophecy, as made clear by Mathew and Mark. A well-known prophecy about Messiah reads, ‘Behold, your King is coming to you; he is just and having salvation; Lowly and riding on a donkey; a colt, the foal of a donkey’ (Zech 9:9). Jesus had need of a colt because he was fulfilling this prophecy. He was, as recently declared by Bartimaeus, the Son of David. He was entering the holy city and the royal city of Jerusalem as the promised Messiah. No wonder the Jews were so exuberant. They were seeing the fulfilment of a five hundred year old prophecy. But did they really understand this prophecy? This was the question? This is the question?

3. Disciples cry out

Jesus was coming near Bethany when he sent two disciples to the village opposite. When they returned he was about to go down the other side of Mount of Olives. After they brought the colt they threw their own clothes on it to make a saddle, and set Jesus to ride it (19:35). This was how it was done when Israel got a new king.  

Seeing this, the crowd erupted with joy and began praising God (19:37). Their hopes and expectations were being realised- or so they thought. They had heard of, and seen for themselves, the mighty works that Jesus had done; opening the eyes of Bartimaeus and raising Lazarus from the dead. Surely Jesus was the long awaited Messiah. Now he was showing himself to be Messiah-King. They started throwing their coats on the road (as well as branches) as Jesus came past, riding on a donkey, the foal of a donkey (19:36). J C Ryle points out that this was a very public display by Jesus, who up to this time had kept a low profile- at least as far as Jerusalem was concerned. As the temple city, Jerusalem was filled with priests and religious leaders like the Pharisees. They hated Jesus because he did not go along with their legalism. When he spoke against them they got upset. They tried to catch him in what he said. They were trying to get rid of him. They plotted to put Lazarus to death, along with Jesus (John 12:10). 

Virtually the whole nation was gathering at Jerusalem for Passover. What was happening on the road from Bethany was the talk of the city. The noise of the crowd must have been deafening as they sang from Psalm 118: ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord’ (19:38). Luke has them singing, ‘Blessed is the King’, because that is what they were seeing. 

They also sang, ‘Peace in heaven’ because they were the people of God for whom peace with God was important. In their history they had suffered greatly under the judging hand of God. They were suffering now under Roman occupation. They were looking to have peace with God, and to God delivering them from the Romans. 

The words, ‘Glory in the highest’ ended their song of praise. Luke writes ‘glory’ rather than ‘Hosanna’ which is an Aramaic word used in the more Jewish gospels. Jesus the Messiah is the Prince of Peace. As the angels declared at his birth, ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace’ (2:14), so the multitude of men and women now declare, ‘Peace in heaven and glory in the highest’ (19:38). 

But did they understand what this peace would cost? Jesus would soon have a notice saying, ‘King of the Jews’ hanging above his head, but he would be on a cross, not a throne. Did they comprehend the glory that really belongs to Jesus, the glory that belongs to the Word who became flesh and dwelt among us? Do you know Jesus as the Prince of Peace, the One who brought you peace with God?  Do you comprehend the glory of Jesus, the only begotten of the Father in heaven. 

Jesus was showing himself to be Messiah. He was showing himself to the Jews and the whole world. The Romans must surely have heard what was going on. But tragically, as Morris writes, ‘The people did not stop to reflect that he was proclaiming himself a man of peace, and giving no countenance to their nationalistic fervour’. They wanted Messiah. The saw Messiah. But they would soon see him in a very different light. He was coming to deliver them from sin and death, not from the Romans. He was coming to deliver not just Jews but people from all nations.

4. Do stop them

Seeing what was going on, the Pharisees got very agitated- maybe fearing that the Romans would react, but mainly out of jealousy. The crowd was overwhelming and these religious leaders could not quieten them. Some of their number called to Jesus to do something. ‘Teacher’ they said, ‘Rebuke your disciples’ (19:39). But Jesus, as we have said, was fulfilling prophecy. This was his appointed time. He was not about to stop the crowd praising God and rejoicing in their Messiah. He told the Pharisees that if the people did stop crying out then the stones would start crying out (19:40). This may be a proverbial saying but it also shows that all creation was witnessing this great and glorious event, the revelation to the universe of the promised Messiah. 

This was the beginning of the end of the dreaded rule of Satan- not the Romans. Jesus would suffer and die, as he told his disciples many times. He would take the punishment that is ours as sinful human beings. He would rise from the dead on the third day, triumphant over the grave. This was a triumphant entry to Jerusalem, but an even greater triumph was just around the corner. In just seven days Jesus would be rising from the dead to reign as King of kings for ever.       
Your day of visitation                             



 Luke 19:41-44
Jesus was going up to Jerusalem for what would be his last Passover festival. His disciples were with him. Just as he had told them, they brought a colt for Jesus to sit on as he entered Jerusalem. The huge crowd erupted with joy and with praises to God. They rejoiced because the Messiah king had finally come. They were filled with excitement, expecting Jesus to establish the throne of David and throw the Romans out of the city. Jesus did not tell them to stop. He was indeed coming as king, but not the sort of king they expected. They were blind to the real kingship of Jesus, and to the manner in which he would obtain this kingship. 

So it was that Jesus wept. Luke, and only Luke, tells us that as Jesus drew near, he saw Jerusalem and wept over it (19:41). In the middle of all the rejoicing, Jesus suddenly starts sobbing. How strange! What was going on? 

1. Sobbing

This was not the first time that Jesus wept. At the grave of Lazarus Jesus wept (John 11:35) - remember the shortest verse in the Bible? Actually, that is a different Greek word referring to a quieter grief- a shedding of tears. The word here in Luke 19 is the same as that used of Mary weeping for her dead brother. Jesus wept and sobbed as he looked over Jerusalem. Why? Did Jesus weep at the thought of what was going to happen to him? He knew he would suffer and be put to death- this is true. But he was not weeping for himself; he was weeping over the city. He was sobbing because of what was going to happen to the city and its people. He goes on to describe terrible personal suffering and the destruction of the holy city. 

Jesus had already suffered greatly at the hands of the religious leaders. They opposed him wherever he went, and more than once tried to kill him. They opposed him as he rode into the city on this occasion. They had been down to Bethany trying to kill him, and Lazarus (John 12:10). Even in the face of such violent opposition, Jesus wept over the city and its people. Jesus wept because of the judgment that was coming upon the people of the city. He took no delight whatsoever in the coming destruction of his enemies and the enemies of God. He wept because they were blinded to the truth that he came from heaven to reveal, and so clearly revealed in his works and words. ‘Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing' he said, after reading from Isaiah (Luke 4:21). ‘The time is fulfilled and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent and believe in the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). 

Are there similarly blind people today? Many Jews are still blinded as they look for the Messiah. Do we weep for them? Yes we do. Many Gentiles are blind to the truth of the gospel. Do we weep for them? Yes we do. The Lord does not desire the death of a sinner. ‘He is not willing that any should perish’ (2Peter 3:9). J. C. Ryle writes, ‘We know little of true Christianity if we do not feel a deep concern about the souls of unconverted people’. No lost sinner can ever say that Christ was not merciful towards them and ready to save. May we, each one, be like Christ in this regard, giving no one an excuse to say, ‘that person did not care that I was without Christ and going to hell’.  

2. Surely they understand

‘If only you had known the things that make for your peace’ (19:42). Is there a note of exasperation in these words of Jesus? ‘If you, even you’ he says (19:42). This indictment is deeply personal. Notice all the ‘yous’ and ‘yours’ in these verses. It was an indictment upon a people who had been given so many privileges and even now were seeing God’s ‘Prince of Peace’ speak to them. Jesus was sent to the people whom God had been preparing for over 2000 years for his coming. But when he came to his own, his own did not receive him (John 1:11). They rejected the anointed of God. They rejected the one sent to bring them peace with God. The angels proclaimed, ‘Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace and good will towards men’ (Luke 2:14). The crowd cried out, ‘Peace in heaven and glory in the highest’ (19:38). The promised ‘Prince of Peace’ (Isa 9:6) had come, but they did not know him. Instead of receiving him with joy in their hearts they remained hard and blind. Jesus was not fooled by the outward praise he was getting at this time. He wept over Jerusalem. He knew how shallow this praise was. Of course there were the Pharisees who were hardened to the core against him. Yet still Jesus wept for them.  

‘But now they are hidden from your eyes’ (19:42). Jesus was not really exasperated or frustrated, even if it seemed this way. He knew the will of God. It was God’s sovereign purpose that was being fulfilled even at this time. The prophet Isaiah was told by God that this people would hear but not understand, would see but not perceive (Isa 6:9). Jesus repeated these words as he taught the people in parables. He spoke of their spiritual blindness. He spoke of the one who failed to listen and obey as having even what he had been given, taken from him (19:26). 

Those who hear the gospel but fail to surrender themselves to the Lordship of Jesus Christ are in grave danger. The flickering light of the gospel will soon be snatched away from them. We see it all around us today and we cry to God, ‘Revive us O Lord’. We cry, ‘Let your light shine brightly in my life and in the life of the one whose light is fading. Remember, five of the virgins were wise and five were foolish; they let their lights go out. Do not be left in the dark. Do not be left outside when the Lord comes. ‘Let your light shine brightly before men that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven’ (Mat 5:16).

3. Siege of the city

Have you read any of the works of Flavius Josephus, the Jewish historian of the first century? He wrote extensively of the Jewish-Roman war, which ended in AD70 with the destruction of Jerusalem and the slaughter of its inhabitants. Many died of famine because of a seven month siege by the Romans. Josephus writes of the horror of a woman killing her own baby and eating him. It was a vicious war with the Jewish Zealots refusing to surrender. The Roman soldiers, led by Titus, became furious with the fanatical Jews. They finally set fire to the city and slaughtered hundreds of thousands of men, women and children. Josephus says that Titus did not want to burn the temple but his soldiers did not listen to him. So all that was left was the western wall, known today as the Wailing Wall. 

This historical account closely matches the prophetic words of Jesus- so close that some scholars say they must have been added to this gospel at a later date. But this manner of warfare was not new. Look at Isaiah’s description of the Assyrian army surrounding Jerusalem in 701BC. ‘I will lay siege against you with a mound and I will raise siege works against you’ (Isa 29:3). Josephus writes of the Romans chopping down all the trees to make a siege wall and then bringing up their ‘engines’ and battering rams. What we learn from Isaiah is that it was the Lord laying siege through the Assyrians. The Lord later used the Babylonians to destroy the city and its temple in 586BC because of the people’s wickedness. Jesus spoke of the enemy building an embankment around the city to close them in one every side. This would lead to famine in the city, in preparation for an assault – despite the strong walls and fortifications of the city.

The Jews thought that God would never let his house, the temple, be destroyed- just as they did before the Babylonian assault. But God does not live in houses made by human hands (Acts 7:48). When Jesus entered Jerusalem he found the house of God had become a den of thieves. What was the house of God when the Son of God was not even welcome there? The people had great zeal for God and his house, but, as the apostle Paul lamented, this zeal was ‘not according to knowledge’ (Rom 11:2). Zeal without knowledge is a curse upon souls and society. Again we see this all round. We see it with Judaism today, with Islam and even within Christianity.

‘Days will come upon you’ said Jesus, as he wept over the city. The day was coming when this city would be levelled; it would be flattened and turned into rubble (19:43). We referred to the fire that raged through the city, and of the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of people. Those who escaped the flames were struck by the sword. Those escaping the sword were captured to be led in captivity to Rome. No Jews were left in the city. This took place in AD 70. Some Jews have returned but the temple remains as it did in AD70 with not one stone upon another. Some Christians think it will be rebuilt but this is not what Jesus says. His final words are, ‘not one stone will be left upon another’. 

4. Seize the day

We have followed Jesus through Jericho and up the road to Jerusalem, pointing out that this was the last time Jesus would pass this way. Blind Bartimaeus cried out until Jesus heard him. Zacchaeus was also determined to see Jesus. Do we see such eagerness, such desperation to see Jesus and worship Jesus today? Were there people lying in bed or reading the newspaper when Jesus passed though Jericho? We are not told. But we do know that many today are missing the precious opportunity they have to hear the words of Jesus and indeed meet with him. Many fail to realise the time of God’s coming, the time of visitation that is for them. 

Morris writes, ‘There is an ignorance that is innocent, but there is also an ignorance that is culpable’. For most Australians it is the latter. When on deputation from India I would point out that many villages there had no church. Thankfully that is now changing as great numbers are hearing and accepting the gospel. I would point out that in Australia there is a church on almost every street corner, but people do not go and worship the Lord. They fail to see the time of their visitation. They, like the Jews of Jesus day, will suffer the consequences of rejecting Jesus- unless they repent and believe in Jesus.

Apparently Spurgeon told a story of a young man who told him that one day he would become a Christian. ’Will that be in ten years?’ asked Spurgeon. ‘That is a long time. A lot of things can happen in that time’, the young man said. ‘Will it be in five years?’ asked Spurgeon. ‘That is still a long time. I could meet with an accident or get sick and die’, the man said. ’Will it be tomorrow?’ asked Spurgeon. ‘But I might not even live through the night’ said the young man. With that, he knelt down and asked the Lord to forgive his sin.

The people of Jerusalem did not know the time of their visitation. Do you know the time of your visitation?  Remember Lazarus, and the rich man who did not see the day of his visitation until it was too late. Today if you hear his voice do not harden your heart. Beware lest you hear the Lord say, ‘They shall never enter my rest’ (Ps 95:11).       
Jesus in the temple                               


Luke 19:45-20:8
Jesus entered Jerusalem riding on the young, unridden donkey brought by his disciples. He did this in fulfilment of prophecy (Zech 9:9). He entered the holy city as the promised Messiah-King of Israel. His disciples, and the crowd of Jews coming to Jerusalem for the Passover, hailed him King of Israel. Messianic expectations had been high since the ministry of John the Baptist just a few years before. Tragically, these expectations were not in line with Scripture. Jesus was indeed coming as the promised Messiah, but he was not coming to establish an earthly kingdom or to overthrow the Romans who were occupying the city.

The temple in Jerusalem was the centre for all Jewish worship – which is why Jews were coming from everywhere for this festival. They were coming to sacrifice a lamb, as prescribed in the law. Jesus was not coming to sacrifice a lamb; he was coming to sacrifice himself as the Passover Lamb. It was John the Baptist who pointed to Jesus saying, ‘Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). Yet Jesus, who had been baptised by John, naturally went to the temple when he entered Jerusalem after a long absence. What did he find in the temple? How was he received by the people who so enthusiastically welcomed him into the city? How did the religious authorities respond to having Jesus in the temple that they controlled?

1. Traders thrown out

The temple was in serious need of reform- like many churches today. Not that religious services were neglected; it was just that they had become religious rituals. The people worshipped with their lips but their hearts were far from the Lord. When worshipping God becomes a matter of ritual it is easily corrupted. Worldly interests can soon take over. So it was that traders had got a foot in the temple door and started their business in the temple precincts. Worshippers needed a lamb for the sacrifice. It was easier to buy one than bring one from home. Selling animals was good business at Passover time. No doubt the temple rulers got their kickbacks from allowing this trade in the temple. Traders were also involved in changing currency. The temple tax had to be paid in Jewish currency so those who came with other currencies had to get it converted. Money changers were more than willing to do this- for a price. This business was also going on inside the temple. 

Jesus had previously thrown these traders out of the temple, overturning the tables of the money changers (John 2:15). Some people are slow learners. Reform does not come easily or quickly especially when people’s positions or profits are threatened. Worship in the house of God is under threat today, sometimes from commercialism and sometimes from ‘worldlyism’. We have seen churches starting schools, with the pastor running the school, to the detriment of his ministry. We see Bingo and other forms of gambling in the church. We see churches turned into coffee shops in the hope of getting people in the doors; but in the doors for what purpose? Entertainment or prayer! Some churches have been turned into indoor sports arenas in order to get people in.  

Jesus acted to reform worship and did so with the authority of Scripture. He said, “It is written, ‘My house is a house of prayer’, but you have made it a ‘den of thieves’” (19:46). The temple was the house of God and therefore the house of Messiah. It was a house of prayer. If this trading was going on in the court of the Gentiles, as some suggest, how could the Gentiles pray. Animals make a lot of noise- and smell. Money being thrown on tables and men bartering over the exchange rate did not make for a quiet place for prayer. God’s house is a house of prayer. Let us remember this and not be distracting people by wandering in and out during the worship service. We may not be able to control crying babies but we can control other distractions when we are worshipping the Lord. Let our hearts be fully focussed on the Lord when we are singing, when we are praying, when we are reading the Bible, and when we are listening to the message- and then we will not be distracting others.

2. Teaching in the temple

When Jesus entered Jerusalem on the Sunday he went into the temple, looked around and went back to Bethany (Mark 11:11). The next day he came again, this time driving out those trading in the temple courts. He told the people the temple was a house of prayer for all nations. Jesus and his disciples presumably went to the temple to pray but found this unholy business going on. Jesus also went there to preach the gospel and teach the people (20:1). Despite threats on his life from the Jewish authorities, he went to the temple daily to teach the crowds gathering for Passover. The people were still filled with expectation. They listened attentively and hung on his every word (19:48). 

The threats to his life were very real- as we will see by the end of the week. The chief priests, scribes and elders were looking for an opportunity to take Jesus away and kill him (19:47). Who were these people? They were all from the Sanhedrin, or Jewish council. Chief priests were from the sect of the Sadducees, a more secular, politically minded group. The scribes were mostly from the sect of the Pharisees, the religious police of the day. These two sects were usually at each other’s throats, but they were united in trying to get rid of Jesus. He posed a threat to the power and profits they all enjoyed. Jesus’ action in cleansing the temple made the elders and temple authorities mad. Who did he think he was coming into the temple and acting as if he was in charge! The common people welcomed him and listened to him; they were not upset- yet. But these Jewish authorities did not accept him as Messiah. They wanted to destroy Jesus (19:47). 

The words of the prophet Isaiah were so true- ‘they keep hearing but do not understand, they keep seeing but do not perceive’ (Isa 6:9). It is amazing that these experts on Scripture failed to see what Jesus was teaching. It’s hard to believe that they were reading from the same Scripture. Then again, it is hard to believe that some sections of the church today are reading from the Bible that we have. Where, for instance, do they find teaching about worshipping Mary? Where, for instance, do they find teaching that allows homosexual marriage? It is not in this Bible.

These Jews were more concerned about their own positions than the truth- is this the same today? They could not move against Jesus because the crowds were with him (19:48). They would also have been aware that the Romans were watching them closely. The slightest disturbance would have brought the Romans out with brutal force. The leaders were clever men, not in the Scriptures, but in politics and matters of the world. 

3. The question of authority

On another day, Tuesday according to Mark’s gospel (Mark 11), Jesus again entered Jerusalem to continue teaching in the temple. He was preaching the gospel when the Jewish authorities came up to him. Presumably it was a delegation and not the whole seventy from the Sanhedrin. They came to ask Jesus by what authority he was doing what he was doing- especially when he threw the traders out of the temple. Authority was most important to these men. They were not concerned about truth, mercy or justice; they were just concerned about authority and the law. Some, no doubt, had done a lot of politicking to get a place on the council- or maybe paid a lot of money. Then Jesus comes along and shows no respect for their authority. He had to be stopped! The politics involved in getting a bishop appointed in the church can shameful. Another day, and another attempt to stop Jesus. Overnight they had come up with the idea of discrediting Jesus. He was not acting with their authority, so they would ask him what authority he had for what he was doing. Did he have Roman authority? Did he have divine authority? This clever question was sure to get Jesus into trouble.

Jesus was not so easily trapped. His cousin, John the Baptist, was the one who began preaching repentance and telling people that Messiah was at hand. John pointed to Jesus saying, ‘Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John 1:29). John was a popular preacher. He baptized lots of people, many of whom were probably in the temple crowd. But these same Jewish leaders went to question John about his authority (John 1:19f). John quoted Scripture, as did Jesus, as the authority for his action. What greater authority did they want? Jesus also had the authority of his mighty works.     

Jesus answered these leaders with a question of his own. He said, ‘I will ask you one thing, and answer me; the baptism of John- was it from heaven or from men’ (20:3-4). Jesus threw the ball back into their court.  Suddenly they found themselves trapped. They had come to trap Jesus but found themselves in a trap. This is the away with evil doers; ‘The wicked are snared in the works of their own hands’ (Psalm 9:16). The Jewish leaders were smart enough to realise they were trapped. They did not accept John as a prophet from God, but were not going to say this in public. Like clever politicians, they wanted to sit on the fence and not make a decision. As we said before, the truth was of little concern to these men. The decisions they made were not based on truth but on what was expedient. Such decision making is all too prevalent in secular government, and sadly in church government also. 

If they said John’s baptism was from God, then Jesus would ask why they did not believe him (20:5). If, as a true prophet, he said of Jesus, ‘Behold! The Lamb of God’, why were they persecuting Jesus? On the other hand, if they said that John had just set himself up as a preacher and was baptizing people by his own authority, the people he baptized would be very upset. They believe they were baptized by a true prophet.  Anyone rejecting a true prophet could, under the law, be stoned. They told Jesus they could not answer his question. They saw they were trapped. Actually, Jesus was not trying to trap them but simply getting them to answer their own question. If they accepted John as a true prophet of God, they would, as a consequence, accept Jesus as the Messiah. If they did not accept John they would not accept Jesus either. 

Jesus said, ‘Neither will I tell you by what authority I do these things’ (20:8). They would not commit to a position regarding John. They were not ready to commit to a position regarding Jesus. Their question was not genuine in the first place. They were not interested in the truth. All they were interested in was their own positions and power. How tragic that such unprincipled men were ruling over the house of God. How necessary it was that the temple be cleansed by Jesus a few days before he was killed by these same men. How necessary it was that the temple be destroyed as it was in AD70. Jesus died and rose from the dead to rule over the kingdom of God which is a heavenly kingdom, not a temple, church, or any other organisation in this world.  

 .      
Parable of the wicked tenants                       


Luke 20:9-18
The OT prophets were gifted story tellers. They sometimes acted out the message God gave them- like Ezekiel lying on his side for forty days (Ezek 4) - but mostly they used powerful pictures and words to convey God’s message. Isaiah pictured Israel as a vineyard established by God (Isa 5) -there were lots of vineyards in Palestine. God expected his vineyard to produce fruit. When it failed to bear good fruit he burnt it with fire. In this way Isaiah pictured God using the Babylonians to judge his people. 

Jesus was in the temple teaching the people who gathered there for Passover. He had cleansed the temple on Monday, and on the Tuesday was confronted by Jewish leaders from the Sanhedrin. They asked him what authority he had for doing what he did in the temple. Jesus refused to answer when they could not answer his question about John the Baptist. He went on to tell this parable which actually serves to answer the question about his authority. God sent his beloved Son to collect from his vineyard.

This well-known parable, found in all the synoptic gospels, is more of an allegory than a parable, in that most parables have only one or two points of contact with reality. An allegory has numerous points of contact. This parable summarises the history of Israel, a large part of Biblical history. Stephen gives this history in factual form, a history that extends from Abraham to Jesus (Acts 7). The message is the same: the Jews rejected Moses and the prophets, and ended up murdering ‘the Just One’ (Acts 7:52). Jesus in his omniscience was telling history before it happened. He told of his own death at the hands of wicked tenants. Yet, like the prophets of old, Jesus was urging the Jews to turn from their wicked ways and receive God’s beloved Son as their Messiah. 

1. The parable

It was common practice for a man to plant a vineyard and then give it over to tenant farmers to operate. We call it share cropping. The land owner might live in the city or in another country. But when the crop was harvested he would come to collect his share of the harvest- 50%, 60% or whatever was agreed. The farm next to the one on which I grew up was owned by an earl who lived in England. At one time I worked for the manager of this farm. Each year the Earl would come to look over his investment and collect his share of the profits. 
The landlord in this parable went to a far country for a long time. We saw this picture with the parable of the minas (19:12). While Jews living in the Promised Land go back to Abraham, this picture could extend back to creation. God made the world and put man in it to tend the garden, and to worship and obey him. But man disobeyed God in attempting to be like God. Sinful man rejected God’s ownership of the creation and his authority over mankind. This is the situation in the world today with many men and women rejecting God’s authority. The day is coming when God will reclaim what is rightfully his.

The immediate focus of the parable, however, is on the Jews in Jerusalem. To them God gave the land of Canaan and to them God sent his word through the prophets. In giving them the land God made a covenant with them, saying, ‘I will be your God and you will be my people’. He gave them the land- they did not buy it, or even deserve it. God gave it to them that they might live under his special blessing and worship him, the living and true God. They were to be the nation through which God would bless all the nations of the world. They were to be a beacon to the world as they obeyed God’s commands and worshipped him.

But the Jewish people did not give God the honour and glory due to him.  What God demanded, under the terms of the covenant, was that they worship him, and him alone. How easy is that! God would provide for them and protect them from their enemies and all they had to do was thank him. God gives us so much, and demands so little. He gives us six days and demands just one. He gives us abundant life and demands only that we remember to thank and praise him. But selfish people cannot even do this! Sinful hearts are so proud they refuse to bow the knee and worship this good and gracious God. They bow the knee to Baal and all kinds of idols, but not to Almighty God. Don’t you hate such ingratitude, such sin?

The landlord sent his servants to his vineyard to collect a share of the harvest. Jesus said one servant was beaten and sent away empty handed. The landlord sent another servant and he was also beaten and sent away with nothing. Then a third servant was sent with the same result (20:10-12). There is no particular significance in the number of servants, apart from this showing the patience of the landlord. He could have come and judged the tenants after the first obscenity. 

God sent prophets to his chosen people when they forgot his covenant and started worshipping other gods; prophets like Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. These men spoke with divine authority, especially to the leaders of the people. They warned them to turn from their wicked ways and serve the Lord wholeheartedly and exclusively as his covenant people. But what happened? Jeremiah was beaten and thrown into a dungeon (Jer 38). Others were persecuted and shamefully treated, as recorded in the book of Hebrews (Heb 11:36-38), and in Acts 7. Jesus had just spoken to them about John the Baptist, the last of the OT prophets. What did Herod do to this servant of God? 

Eventually, after sending a number of servants, the landlord decided to send his ‘beloved son’ in the hope that the tenants would respect him (20:13). He thought they would respect the son and heir of the vineyard. But this is not what happened. When the wicked tenant farmers saw the landlord’s son coming they conspired to kill him and grab the vineyard for themselves. Under Jewish law, if the owner died without an heir the land usually passed on to those who worked the property. The tenants were careful to kill the son outside the vineyard hoping, it seems, to get way with murdering him. But their ‘reasoning together’ did not take into account that the landlord was still alive, even if in a far country. They failed to ‘reason together’ that the landlord loved his son and would come upon them with vengeance. The Jews would soon be taking Jesus out of the city to crucify him. They thought this would be the end of this man who challenged their authority and spoke like no other man. But they did not reckon on the response of the Father in heaven, who said of Jesus, ‘This is my beloved Son. Listen to him’ (9:35). 

Jesus asked the question, ‘What will the owner of the vineyard do to them?’ (20:15). He will come and destroy the wicked tenants and give the vineyard to others. Jesus had just spoken of the destruction coming upon Jerusalem in AD 70. He wept over the city as he thought about this horror (19:41-44). When the people heard of the end of the wicked tenants and the vineyard being given to others they cried out, ‘Surely not’, or as some translate, ‘God forbid’ (20:16). They knew what Jesus was referring to. Giving the vineyard over to others could only mean giving it to the Gentiles. They could not conceive of God doing such a thing. They clung to the idea that God would never abandon his holy city; just as their forefathers did before the Exile. But they got it wrong. God judged his people then, and he was about to judge them again. 

2. The lessons of the parable

The Jews got in wrong in the day of Jeremiah. Jerusalem was destroyed by the Babylonians. The Jews got it wrong in the day of Jesus. Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans. Millions of people, including the Jews, have got it wrong today as they persist in the thought that God will never destroy this world. Just look at history dear friend; just look at history and take heed. Do not mistake the patience of God for a license to sin against him. God may be in a far country. He may be ‘way up there’, but he has not forgotten his creation. He remembers every human being he ever created. He knows everything we do and every word we speak (Ps 139). God is very patient with us, as this parable shows, but his patience will come to an end. 

Do not mistake God’s love for an indifference towards sin. God is loving and he is ready to forgive- when we repent and ask for forgiveness. Even at this late hour, Jesus was reaching out to the Jews to turn from the path of wickedness and destruction. Still today, Jesus is reaching out to people to turn from sin and follow him. Is he reaching out to you? The Lord told Moses that he is merciful and gracious and longsuffering (Exod 34:6, 7). But still he does not let the guilty go unpunished. He does not sweep sin under the carpet. God is just. His love does not preclude justice. We all want justice of course, as long as God’s just judgment is falling upon someone else and not us. But God’s justice is impartial. Neither you or I, nor anyone else, will escape God’s justice. 

God’s grace abounds, and he is slow to anger, but in his righteous anger he eventually acts with devastating results. Jesus was telling the Jews what Paul later told the Gentiles; ‘Times of ignorance God overlooked but now commands all men everywhere to repent’ (Acts 17:30). Not that the Jews were ignorant. They were culpable, having been given the law and the covenant, and having had the prophets sent to them, and now having the beloved Son of God in their presence. They were fully responsible for their ignorance and blindness. In the Bible they read the word of God saying, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay’ (Deut 32:35). But they would not listen or obey. Today we read in the Bible that God will judge the world in righteousness by the man he has ordained- that is the Lord Jesus Christ. 'He has given us assurance of this by raising him from the dead’ (Acts 17:31). 

3. The cornerstone

The point of this solemn story was not missed by any of Jesus’ audience, but he proceeded to look at them and remind them of what was written in the Scriptures. Jesus looked at them directly with a penetrating gaze. They might dismiss his teaching saying; ‘Surely not’, but they could not dismiss what is written in the Bible. Jesus reminded them of what is written in Psalm 118, words that are about him. He would be rejected but would become the cornerstone. Jesus would be killed but would rise again to rule over the kingdom of God. They might get rid of their enemy for the moment but he would return with vengeance as God’s appointed judge. Using the image of a stone, as found in Scripture, Jesus spoke of the ‘stone of stumbling’ from Isaiah 8:14. The Jews were stumbling over Jesus, over his teaching and his claim to be Messiah. They were stumbling because of their blindness. 

Spiritual blindness is a terrible disease. It is the most serious affliction that any person can ever have. Don’t worry about a cold or even about cancer. These afflict the body and can kill the body. But spiritual blindness afflicts the soul and leads to eternal punishment if not treated. The treatment is available, and it is free- not even a co-payment is required. Yet this most curable of afflictions remains the most prevalent in our society. 

The rock of stumbling not only caused people to fall, but will actually fall on them in the end. Daniel spoke of a stone that crushed images of iron, bronze, clay, silver and gold, such that they became like chaff that is blown away (Dan 2:34-35). Jesus said the stone would grind to powder whomever it falls on (20:18). He was speaking of his second coming. His first coming lead to many stumbling in their blindness, but his second coming will lead to their total and permanent destruction. You may protest saying, ‘Surely not’, but remember what Jesus said as he solemnly looked into the eyes of his listeners.        

Paying taxes- a tricky question                       


Luke 20:19-26
Paying tax is a touchy issue. It is a touchy issue today with the Government saying taxes must be increased but some people opposing any increase in taxes. People try to avoid paying tax, although a friend once shocked all in the room saying he was happy paying his tax if it meant he had roads to drive on. Paying taxes in Jerusalem in the time of Jesus was also a touchy issue- for different reasons. The city was under Roman rule and the people resented having to pay taxes to the Romans. Some, made it a religious issue. 

While this passage addresses the issue of paying taxes, it is not really about this. It is about the chief priests and scribes trying to get rid of Jesus. Since Jesus came to Jerusalem, their opposition towards him had turned to hatred, and to a burning desire to kill him. When Jesus came and cleansed the temple they questioned his authority for doing this. The question about paying taxes was not a genuine question- they were trying to discredit Jesus in front of the crowd. Jesus knew they were trying to kill him, but like the prophets of old he continued teaching and warning the religious leaders of God’s ultimate judgment.

1. Provoked by a parable

When Jesus spoke a parable to warn the religious leaders of this ultimate judgment of God they were filled with rage rather than repentance. They knew he had spoken the parable against them (20:19). They were the wicked tenants who were plotting to kill the landlord’s son. They were the ones that God would come upon in vengeance. But they did not listen to Jesus no matter what he said. They were blinded by hatred, wanting to lay hands on Jesus there and then and kill him. But they were afraid of the people (20:19). These religious leaders, these men who claimed to be in authority, were scared of the people. It was Jesus who effectively had the authority. The people were listening to him rather than the chief priests and Pharisees. It is ironic that the men who come to test him say he was no respecter of persons (Mark 12:14). 

Jesus feared no man. He did not fear the band of men determined to kill him. He taught the way of God in truth. It is shameful to see men in church courts failing to stand on the truth because of the fear of men, or because of their desire to be popular with men. Jesus spoke the truth without fear or favour. Those who follow him should do the same and refrain from politicking in the church. 

2. Pretence of the Jews

The Jewish leaders were like hawks, watching Jesus all the time. They were desperate to find something in his speeches or conversation by which they could discredit him. They wanted to be able to accuse him, either before the Roman governor or before the Jewish council. They were ready to break Roman law or their own law if it would expedite this plan. These men were arch hypocrites, as Jesus told them on many occasions.

Mark tells us in his gospel that after the parable those wanting to kill him ‘left and went away’ (Mark 12:12). They went away to plot their next move. One would think it took another meeting of the council to plot this move, and that it was not until the next day that they acted, but scholars assure us that we are still looking at the Tuesday of Passover week. To catch Jesus in his words they resolved to ask him another trick question. Their last attempt failed. This time they decided to send men under cover; they would pretend to be sincerely seeking to learn from Jesus (20:20). Mark tells us there were Pharisees and Herodians in the party, an unlikely alliance of sworn enemies. Maybe it was that the Pharisees knew Jewish law and the Herodians knew Roman law. 

This party of spies initially tried to flatter Jesus. They respectfully addressed him as ‘Teacher’. They told him that he taught what is right, did not show personal favouritism, and taught the true way of God (20:21). I said ‘tried’ to flatter Jesus because Jesus was not open to flattery- he had no pride. He knew who he was, and he was out to please God not man.  Besides, he knew what was in man (John 1:25).  He could see through the flattering words. ‘He perceived their craftiness’ without any problem at all (20:23). 

3. Paying taxes
After a few words of flattery from these pawns of the priests, they put the question to Jesus- ‘is it lawful for us to pay taxes to Caesar or not?’ (20:22). While there was debate among the Jews over this question, it was not put to Jesus by way of learning from him; it was put by way of testing him. They wanted to accuse Jesus before the Roman governor (20:20). They thought a religious man like Jesus would be against paying a poll tax or tribute to the Romans. It is interesting to read that these Jews did finally accuse Jesus before Pilate of forbidding the people to pay taxes to Caesar (23:2). This is what they wanted him to say, and it seems that in there desperate desire to hear such words they actually imagined this to be the case. It is amazing how men can twist words so much that they end up saying the opposite. 

To pay the temple tax only Jewish coins were allowed- hence the money changers. In the city, Roman, Greek and Jewish coins were in circulation. Roman coins were an indication of Roman rule- hence the hatred among zealous Jews for this coinage. But few appear to have refused to carry it. This party of spies had no problem finding a denarius to show Jesus.   

4. Profound answer

So what did Jesus actually say to this clever question? The man who is the wisdom of God made his questioners look foolish, as we might expect. He again asked his own question, after getting them to produce a silver denarius, or Roman coin. What Jesus did with this coin was totally unexpected and way to clever for the spies. He pointed to the image and inscription on the coin (20:24). All our coins have the image of Queen Elizabeth II stamped on them. So all Roman coins had the image of the Emperor stamped on them. Having this image meant they were issued with the authority of the Emperor and were valid currency in the Roman Empire. Roman taxes had to be paid in Roman currency. Pointing to the coin Jesus asked the simple question; ‘Whose image does it have?’ They told him it was Caesar’s image.  ‘So what’ they might have thought. Some of them hated seeing this coin with Caesar’s image but the pressing need of the moment was to trap Jesus, so they said nothing more. 

Accepting their word Jesus went on to say, ‘Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s’ (20:25). These are among the most profound words in Scripture regarding a believers responsibilities towards the King or state, and towards God. They are, of course, the words of the second person of the Trinity. Jesus’ answer silenced those trying to catch him in his words. He did not give a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to what they thought was a clever question. He answered their question but did so, in effect, from their own mouths. They could not deny that Caesar’s image was on the coin and therefore the coin really belonged to him. It was right therefore to pay the tax demanded by the Romans who were governing the city. The Jews may have hated the Romans but under the providence of God they were the governing authority at this time.  

The party of spies had to marvel at the words of Jesus, and return to those who sent them to report, ‘mission failed’- again! Again they failed to get anything on Jesus which they could use to accuse him.  Not that this put them off trying. The Sadducees would try next, but after this, ‘They dared not question him anymore’ (20:40). Jesus answer was double barrelled. While paying taxes to Caesar was obviously the right thing to do, it was also right, and also required, that God be given his dues. Some make a link between Caesar’s image on the coin and God’s image in man. 
The Jews lived for a long time in a theocracy- God was their only King. Then they wanted a king like other nations so God gave them a king. Still, the law of the land was God’s law. When they were taken into Exile they had to adjust to living under pagan rule. Daniel was able to be loyal to the king, as well as to God, although his enemies tried to catch him out and did get him thrown into the lion’s den when he refused to stop praying. Whether they liked it or not, the Jews in Jesus day were living under pagan rule. Yet the Romans allowed the Jews to worship freely in their temple. Jesus had no conflict with the Romans- it was the Jewish leaders who were trying to kill him.  

Jesus distinguished between two authorities as he answered this question; a secular, earthly authority and the heavenly authority of God. J. C. Ryle says, ‘To distinguish rightly between the things of Caesar and the things of God- and to pay each their real dues regularly, habitually and cheerfully, is a great help towards a quiet and peaceable life’. Jesus taught his followers to pay the secular government what was due by way of taxes, and to pay God what was his due by way of worship, honour and glory. The apostle Paul similarly instructed those in the church to be subject to governing authorities, to obey State laws and to pay taxes to whomever they are due (Rom 13:7). 

The Protestant Reformation brought reformation in the area of church state relations. The Roman Catholic Church does not readily recognise state authority; its headquarters are in a separate country called the Vatican. The Roman church seeks to control the state rather than exist alongside it. There are, of course, secular governments or states that want to rule over the affairs of the church and over the worship of God’s people- as in China. The Reformed church recognises and respects the jurisdiction of the state, but also maintains the separate jurisdiction of the church. The church is ruled by God and his word, not the state. Where there is conflict, God’s rule is supreme since he establishes both church and state. 

While Jesus was simply answering what was meant to be a trick question from those wanting to incriminate him, his answer is nevertheless a profound statement of truth. As followers of Christ and members of his body, the church, we are to respect governing authorities, elected by us yet appointed by God. We are to pay taxes as required – this can be seen as part of our duty to God. But above all, we are to pay our dues to God who made us in his image. As believers we belong to God under the new covenant, sealed by the precious blood of Christ. 

Is the state getting its dues from you? Are you honestly and cheerfully paying your taxes? Is the Lord your God getting his dues from you? Are your giving the praise, honour and glory due to God your creator, and Jesus Christ your redeemer? 

Sadducees and the resurrection                      

Luke 20:27-40

‘The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection - and no angel or spirit; but the Pharisees confess both’ (Acts 23:8). They were sad-you-see because they did not believe in the resurrection of the dead. They thought that life in this world was all there is. After death there was nothing- we are simply annihilated. This Jewish sect no longer exists but their beliefs, or lack of belief, lives on. It lives on both inside the church and outside the church. Your secular, humanist neighbour who believes in evolution thinks we are just animals, and that death is the end. That is why he is living it up in this world. That is why he is grabbing as much as he can of the treasures and pleasures of this world. All his hope is confined to this world. Maybe your neighbour is a Hindu or Buddhist who believes in reincarnation. If he lives a good life he has a slight hope of being reborn as a Brahmin, the highest status of man in this world- these are the priests or the lamas. Otherwise he fears being reborn as a cow, or even a woman! 

How tragic you say- or I hope you say- yet there are lots of people who call themselves Christian yet do not believe in the resurrection or in angels. Liberal theology denies anything supernatural in the Bible. They say angels, like fairies, are just for children. They say the resurrection is unscientific and makes the gospel unpalatable to modern man.   

So the world is full of sad people, even if we do not call them Sadducees. Can you imagine living in this world without any hope beyond the grave? Jesus died and was buried, and then came out of the grave to prove that the dead are raised. This is historical fact, even if the modern mind says it is not scientific. Listen to Jesus and believe in him, and you will have a hope that is way out of this world.

1. Seven brothers

Each day Jesus was coming from Bethany to Jerusalem to teach in the temple. He said it was his Father’s house, and as such, a house of prayer. The chief priests and scribes questioned him about his authority; they thought they were the religious authorities in charge of the temple. They rejected Jesus and wanted him out of the way. But because of the crowds following Jesus they could not openly arrest him. Instead they tried to discredit his teaching by asking trick questions- like the one about paying taxes to Caesar. The Pharisees were probably behind this question. Now it was the turn of the Sadducees to try and trick Jesus.

The Sadducees were the priestly aristocrats. They were a politically conservative and powerful group within the Sanhedrin. They held to the writings of Moses, and probably the rest of the OT, but they did not hold to the oral traditions as the Pharisees did. Unlike the Pharisees, they were ready to cooperate with the Romans when it was expedient. And unlike the Pharisees, they did not believe in the resurrection. These two Jewish sects were usually at each other’s throats, but they came together in their hatred for Jesus. 

In the Law of Moses there was a provision for what is called ‘levirate marriage’ (Deut 25:5f). The word ‘levir’ is Latin for ‘brother-in-law’. It was important in the land of Israel for a man to have a son to inherit his name and his land. If he died without having a son, his brother was to take his widow and produce a son who would bear the dead brother’s name. We read of this practice in Judah’s family (Gen 38), and in the story of Ruth (Ruth 4). Levirate marriage is still practiced in parts of Asia, and in some tribes in Africa, apparently to protect the widow and keep her in the clan. This practice proved disastrous when HIV-aids came into these communities. When a man died of HIV-aids and his brother took his wife, who was probably infected, the brother was likely to get the disease and die also. 

The Sadducees reminded Jesus of what Moses wrote about this provision within marriage law (20:28). They then posed a hypothetical question. What if there were seven brothers. The first married and had no children before he died. The second married his widow and also died without having children. And so on until all seven married her, and then she died also (20:32). Within Judah’s family there were just three brothers to marry Tamar (Gen 38). Seven brothers made the story more dramatic and the question more difficult for Jesus to answer- so they thought. 

‘So whose wife will she be in the resurrection?’ they asked Jesus. Jesus could not deny what Scripture taught about levirate marriage, so how would he get around this question- assuming he held to monogamy as they thought. But the question not only presented an exaggerated situation, it was also based on a number of presumptions. It presumed that in the resurrection we will have the same sort of body, and that relationships in the afterlife will be the same as in this life. In Mark’s account of this incident Jesus first rebuked them strongly saying, ‘You do not know the Scriptures, nor the power of God’ (Mark 12:24). Jesus went on to show them the truth of the resurrection from the very same Scriptures they were referring to- namely the writing of Moses.

Still today, people come with their scant, second-hand knowledge of the Bible to ask their clever questions. When they come, do open your Bible and check what they say- it will often be wrong. Often they take words out of context, so you need to know your Bible in order to explain the context. How shameful it is to see leaders in the church stumbling when questioned by unbelieving journalists or atheists. They stumble because they try to answer from their own learning rather than with words of Scripture. If Jesus himself quoted Scripture to Satan, should we not do the same to the agents of Satan?   

2. Sons of this age

Jesus answered and said, ‘The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage’ (20:34). This age is this present world. When God made this world he made man and put him in the Garden of Eden to tend and keep it. He also made woman, brought her to the man, and told them to be fruitful and multiply. From this original couple came every human being in this world. But in the age to come, or in heaven, it will be different. There will be no procreation. There will be no marriage because there will be no need for marriage (20:35). Heaven will be populated by those who are resurrected from the dead. This is not all people, although all will be bodily resurrected in the general resurrection. What Jesus speaks about is the resurrection of life (John 5:29). What he speaks about are those ‘counted worthy to attain that age’ (20:35). They are not worthy because of their own good works, but because of the work of Christ in whom they believe.  

The resurrection of life is unto eternal life. The believer is raised from the dead with a new body, a spiritual body that is immortal and never dies. They can die no more (20:36). So the population of heaven does not increase or decrease after the resurrection. No babies will be born in heaven. Jesus calls those who are in heaven, ‘sons of God’ and, ‘sons of the resurrection’ (20:36). Those who believe in Jesus are called adopted sons of God, even in this present age (Rom 8:15). This status will be confirmed and consummated at the resurrection. They will have a glorified body fit for heaven. It will be an immortal body, like that of the angels.

By mentioning angels Jesus may have been rubbing salt into the wound as it were, because the Sadducees did not believe in angels either. Angels are created heavenly beings. They do not marry and do not have children. They are ministering spirits. Jesus does not say believers become angels but that they are equal to the angels. Morris writes of this phrase that, ‘Its meaning includes possession of some of the properties of angels, for more than status is involved’. Jesus was speaking against the background of the nature and function of marriage as he made this statement about the angels.

This is profound teaching about the resurrection and life in heaven. Jesus does not say that we will not recognise one another in our new heavenly body. They recognised Jesus in his resurrection body. But this does not mean that ordinary, earthly relationships will continue in heaven. You will not have a wife or children or brothers or sisters. We will all be simply, but wonderfully, children of God the Father, who continually praise his holy name. We will be like Jesus for we shall see him as he is (1John 3:2). That we will meet loved ones in heaven, and will resume the relationship we had with him or her here on earth is not what Jesus taught.

3. Scripture

‘But even Moses showed in the passage about the burning bush that the dead are raised’ (20:37). Jesus turned to the very Scripture the Sadducees were referring to, to teach the truth of the resurrection. They believed what Moses wrote about levirate marriage, so let them hear what else Moses had to say. Jesus did not point to some obscure passage, but to one of the best known passages of the Bible, the story about Moses and the burning bush, the bush that burned but was not consumed. From this bush Moses heard the voice of God say, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob’ (Exod 3:6, Luke 20:37). These patriarchs had been dead for hundreds of years, yet God did not speak of them in the past tense. It is a subtle but profound point that Jesus makes. God did not say he was the God of Abraham but, ‘I am the God of Abraham’. 

‘For he is not the God of the dead but of the living, for all live in him’ (20:38). Morris writes, ‘The alternative is to think of God as God of non-existent beings, which is absurd’. God made a covenant with these men whom he chose, and continued that covenant relationship beyond the grave because they were alive beyond the grave. Jesus once said that, ‘Abraham saw my day and was glad’. Abraham looked forward to a heavenly country (Heb 11:16). ‘For all live in him’. These men are dead as far as we in this age are concerned, but not in the eyes of God. They are very much alive to God, as are all who have lived and died in Christ. ‘Whether we live or die we are the Lord’s’ (Rom 14:8). 

4. Scribes

The Sadducees had no reply to the words of Jesus. They were silenced by the words of the Son of God. It would have been great to read of them repenting and believing in Jesus and in the resurrection, which is central to such belief. How tragic it is to hear men and women today who deny the resurrection, and still call themselves Christians.

We read that the scribes, who were mainly Pharisees, said to Jesus, ‘Teacher, you have spoken well’. They were glad to see him vindicate their belief in the resurrection. Not that this made them any more inclined to accept Jesus as their Messiah. They were just as guilty as the Sadducees of not knowing the Scriptures and the power of God. 

How do these words of Jesus sit with you today? Do you know the Bible as you should? Do you know the power of God as you should? It is not a question of one or the other but of both. A man told me he believed God was all powerful; but he did not know the Bible, or Jesus Christ as his Saviour and Lord. Other people know the Bible inside out but do not know the power of God (John 5:39-40). 

If your knowledge of the Bible is lacking, what are you doing about it?  Are you reading your Bible and coming to listen to the Bible preached?  Do you believe in the power of the resurrection, such that your life, even now, is focused on the age to come when you will be worshipping God day and night?        
A question from Jesus- and condemnation             
Luke 20:41-47
David was regarded as the greatest ever king of Israel. He was not the first king but was credited with establishing this nation from the twelve tribes of Israel. He extended the borders to the fullest extent and brought peace and prosperity. He was also inspired by God in writing songs of praise. David was not without sin but was anointed by God and upheld by God as King. In fact, God made a covenant with David to establish the throne of his kingdom for ever (2Sam 7:13, 16). Future kings would be from David’s line, but the prophets saw more than this; they saw this everlasting kingdom as a heavenly kingdom with the Son of David sitting on the throne in heaven (Isa 9:6-7, Mic 5:2). However, the religious leaders failed to see beyond an earthly kingdom. Most Jews are still blind to the heavenly kingdom of Messiah.

When Jesus made his triumphant entry into Jerusalem on the Sunday he was hailed by the Jews as the promised Messiah king (19:38). They saw him as restoring their kingdom to what it was like in David’s time. They saw Jesus as the Son of David and Messiah (18:38), and expected him to throw the Romans out of the holy land. The Pharisees were looking for Messiah but would not concede for a moment that Jesus could be the Messiah, even in this earthly sense. They hated Jesus because he did not agree with their legalism or accept their authority. They were also aware that Jesus was claiming to be the Son of God. In the parable he spoke of the landlord sending his beloved son, who was killed by the wicked tenants, a clear reference to Jesus himself (20:13). 

1. David calls Messiah his Lord

As Jesus taught in the temple each day, the Jewish leaders continued in their effort to destroy him. They came asking him trick questions, hoping they could discredit him before the people and the authorities. The Pharisees tried but failed- the failed to get Jesus to incriminate himself in answering their question about paying taxes. Then the Sadducees came with their clever question about the resurrection. They finally gave up (20:40), but before they left Jesus had a question for them, a question about Messiah.

These religious leaders were men who read the Bible and sang the psalms. They were ‘experts in the law’, even though they were blind to the truth of what they read and sang. They believed Messiah was coming but failed to understand the nature – or natures- of this person. Jesus asked them, ‘How can they say that the Christ is the Son of David?’ (20:41); this is what everyone believed about Messiah - he would be a descendant of King David. When Herod asked where the Christ would be born they told him in Bethlehem in Judah. Luke records the angels calling this the city of David. Mathew and Luke detail how Jesus descended from David. The apostle Paul says, ‘Jesus was born of the seed of David’ (Rom 1:3). Jesus was in no way doubting this truth about Messiah. Jesus’ question cannot be understood as denying the Christ is the Son of David. 

His question is, given this fact, how do we understand what David wrote about himself in Psalm 110. What David says seems to contradict this fact. If the Psalm is Messianic, as all understood it to be, how could he refer to his son as, ‘my Lord’? ‘The LORD said to my Lord, sit at my right hand’ (Ps 110:1). If you look at the NKJV you will notice the first ’LORD’ is written in upper case, but not the second. In the Greek there is no difference in the word- both are ‘kurios’. But in the Hebrew there is a difference; the first is ‘Yahweh’ and the second ‘Adonai’. Yahweh spoke to someone, this someone being greater than David because he calls this person ‘my Lord’. Who could this person be? Who could be a greater man than King David? None if his sons would be called greater. Maybe it was Abraham who came before him- as the Jews argued in the second century. But Abraham does not qualify as being in David’s line and as one who will sit on David’s throne for ever. Messiah, according to Scripture must come from the line of David, yet he refers to his son as ‘my Lord’. Who calls his son ‘my Lord’? Moreover, ‘my Lord’ is called to sit on the throne beside Yahweh. He is like his ‘co-regent’ ruling over his enemies. This must refer to the throne in heaven because God/Yahweh is in heaven.  

This truth was way over the heads of the Sadducees who did not even believe in the resurrection. The Pharisees, though experts in the law, also failed to get their heads around this truth- at least while ever Jesus was the one claiming to be Messiah. If they were simply looking for a man to throw out the Roman rulers, I suppose a son of David would suffice. Yet these Jews were challenged to think about what David himself said. If David calls Messiah his Lord, as he does in this Psalm, how can he be David’s son, who would naturally be of lower status than David (20:44). The Jewish leaders had no answer to Jesus’ question (Mat 22:46). Nor does Jesus provide one at this point in time. But after he was arrested they questioned him under oath in the Sanhedrin; ‘If you are the Christ tell us’ (22:67). They went on to ask, ‘Are you then the Son of God’ (22:70). Jesus answered in the affirmative, and they charged him with blasphemy. 

This verse from Psalm 110 is widely referred to in the NT because it is central to understanding who Messiah is, and how Jesus fulfils OT prophecy. Peter refers to this verse in his Pentecost sermon, no doubt recalling what Jesus said here in Luke 20. Peter was pointing out what Jesus was pointing out, namely that David spoke of someone greater than himself, someone who sat upon the throne in heaven. David never sat on such a throne. He did not rise from the dead and ascend to heaven, but Jesus did. What David said in this Psalm helped Peter understand the divine nature of Jesus Christ. God raised Jesus from the dead and exalted him to his right hand in heaven. Jesus is both Lord and Christ (Acts 2:33, 36). He, like the apostle Paul, understood Jesus to be the seed of David or the Son of Man, but also the Son of God with power, the power of the resurrection (Rom 1:3-4). 

The Pharisees and Sadducees were not able to see this marvellous truth even when Jesus asked them to think about what David said. Till the very end Jesus tried to get them to open their eyes and see who he was- but they were blinded by their hatred of him. Jesus wept over Jerusalem because this truth was hidden from them. He wanted them to know the truth and know the time of their visitation (19:41-44).

Such blindness continues today. We still see men and women turning away from the source of light and life. They hear the gospel preached but if the words do enter their ears they do not enter their hearts. Their hearts are cold and unresponsive. Pray that your heart is not like this; not like the hearts of the Jews listening to Jesus. May the Lord open our ears and our hearts to receive and believe this great truth- Jesus the Son of God and the Son of man? 

2. Devouring widows

The Jewish leaders dared not ask Jesus any more questions (20:40), but Jesus was not finished questioning them. Nor did he hesitate to warn the people about the hypocrisy of these priests and teachers of the law. The people were confused as they heard Jesus teaching different things to what these leaders taught. Of course, with some teachers saying there is no resurrection and others saying yes there is, they were probably confused already. When these men came confronting Jesus with their clever questions and acting with such hostility towards him, Jesus had to warn the people of such ‘wolves’. He went on in verses 45-47 to tell them the truth about these teachers of the law.  

This was not the first time he had to warn the people not to listen to false teachers, and not to do what they do. ‘Beware the yeast of the Pharisees which is hypocrisy’ he said (12:1). This time he says, ‘Beware of the scribes or teachers of the law’ (20:46). He points out how these men love the praise of men rather than the praise of God (John 12:43). Morris writes, ‘They liked to shine before men but were careless of how they appeared before God’. The scribes loved to dress up in robes and parade in the streets, at feasts, and even in the house of God. They got people to address them with fancy titles (Mat 23:7-10). They loved the best seats in the house. Robes and special hats are still seen on church leaders today. What would Jesus say if he saw the Pope in Rome? Huge crosses are a feature of ‘priestly’ dress today- the bigger the better it seems. In a church in India- Syrian orthodox I think it was- the leader walked down the aisle in his fancy robes and huge, crown-like hat. Our young son stood up in excitement saying, ‘Look a wizard, a wizard’. In another church it was the local politician who deliberately came in late, marched down the aisle and took his special seat at the front. Many churches have men who like to be noticed and treated a bit different to other people. 

We do not judge a man by what he wears; he has his personal likes and dislikes. Yet, to some extent, what he wears reflects what is in his heart. Tradition and other excuses will be used, but let us remember that God looks on the heart. Jesus was looking on the hearts of these scribes as he spoke about their dress and behaviour- and condemned them. Jesus spoke of them, ‘devouring widows houses, and for a show making long prayers’ (20:47 NIV). Widows, like orphans, are most vulnerable. ‘Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is this; to visit orphans and widows in their troubles’ (James 1:27) - visit to help, not take advantage of them. 

Just what is meant by, ‘devouring widow’s houses’, is not clear. Jews were not allowed to accept money for teaching. But somehow these unscrupulous hypocrites were getting their hands on the property of widows. Were they offering to help manage a property and then helping themselves to her property?  Were they advising her to give her property to the church so they could get their hands on it? Do we need to be careful in advising widows and others about leaving a bequest to the church?  

What did Jesus conclude about the religious leaders who thought their robes and smooth talk would cover their wickedness? He said that all will be revealed one day (12:2). He said that from him who is given much, much will be required (12:48). He said that these hypocritical scribes will receive greater condemnation (20:47). With leadership comes responsibility. A man might keep his wicked ways hidden from the boss at work, but the boss of the church is Jesus. He sees and knows everything and will judge justly. Pray for leaders in the church today. Some are having their sins uncovered in civil courts. Others await condemnation in the highest court, unless they repent of their false teaching and hypocritical ways. 

Giving to the Lord                                         


Luke 21:1-4
After years of reading one newspaper I have started getting another paper sometimes. It is amazing to read such different versions of what is happening in politics and business. It would be naïve to think that what we read and hear in the news is an accurate account of what actually took place, or what was actually said. The two papers, however, generally cover the same stories. 

In the school newsletter you will find quite different things reported. Parents like to read about their child getting an award. In the church newsletter you will also read of different things. You might read of a missionary family going to Africa, or a church leader in prison in China. A friend of mine takes his children along to mission meetings so they will learn what is really happening in different parts of the world; not just the bad news reported in the popular press. The popular press gives no place for reporting work in Christian hospitals or schools. It is not interested in the fact that many in the Muslim world are being liberated from sin through faith in Jesus Christ.  

What would a newspaper edited by Jesus look like? Would it just be about politics, business and sport? Would it just be about the rich and famous in the world? Jesus did speak about religious leaders - mostly to condemn their hypocrisy- but he also commented on the lives of the poorest in society. The headline news for today is; ‘Widow puts two copper coins into the temple treasury’. Jesus saw this happen and saw it as worthy of comment- even worthy of making into an object lesson for his disciples. 

No wonder those who read their Bible have a different outlook on the world than those who only read or listen to the popular press. No wonder those who don’t read the Bible have a distorted view on life. No wonder they end up depressed and despairing. The Bible helps us see this world as Jesus sees it, to see how God intended this world to be, and to see God at work in the world. The Bible shows us the way of truth. Jesus gives hope to the hopeless (Mat 9:36). 

1. Perceptive eyes

Jesus was having a busy day on the Tuesday of Passover week. Apart from teaching in the temple he was peppered with questions by the Jewish leaders out to destroy him. He patiently dealt with their questions. Eventually they gave up and left, but not before he spoke some solemn words condemning them (20:47). Jesus sat down for a moment in the court of the women where he was teaching. This doubled as the treasury. Thirteen trumpet-shaped boxes were located along one wall of this court. Women were not allowed in the inner court, but men were allowed in the court of the women.

Jesus sat opposite the treasury, so when he looked up he saw people dropping money into the collection boxes. These boxes were labelled for different purposes. He saw the rich putting their gifts in - maybe standing back so that people could see how much they were putting in. With these boxes you could hear the money drop- more money, more noise. This reminds us of the boxes for indulgences that were carried around in Luther’s day. Some churches today actually keep a register of how much people give.

Jesus noticed a poor widow come along to give her offering. Widows had few ways of earning a living in those days. In India widows often go out begging. This widow came with her head covered and probably slipped quickly past the boxes, somewhat embarrassed at her small gift. All she had was two copper coins, the smallest coin in the Jewish currency. What is the smallest coin in our currency? Do you carry these around for shopping? Some people do not even bend over to pick up a five cent coin. What this widow had was like two five cent coins. It took one hundred of these copper coins, called a ‘lepta’, to make one denarius, which we think was the daily wage at that time; so maybe the lepta was more like a dollar.

Some people are embarrassed to put a dollar in the collection bag- and well they might be if they have much more in their hand. But if this is all you have, as was the case with the widow, know that the Lord is pleased with your offering. Sometimes children come with their dollar to put in collection- they can be heard when they drop them on the floor! It is good when children are taught to give to the Lord from their pocket money. The Lord does not despise small gifts from children or anyone who gives from the heart, trusting in the Lord. 

2. Proportion

Having seen the rich putting their money in, and then seeing the widow putting in just two lepta, Jesus declared, ‘Truly, I say to you that this poor widow has put in more than all’ (21:3). How could he say this? Surely the large gifts of the rich would buy more than two small copper coins! That might be so, and the city newspaper might carry the headline, ‘Mr Rich gives millions to the temple’. Some church newspapers might do the same. But Jesus saw things differently. Jesus saw into the heart of those who gave, not just their pockets. Jesus knew what was written in the Bible about giving to the Lord. He had also spoken in the Sermon on the Mount about laying up treasure in heaven, and seeking first the Kingdom of God (Mat 6:20, 33). Giving to the Lord is gain, not loss, because God promises to supply our every need. God honours those who honour him. ‘Those who seek the Lord will not lack any good thing’ (Psalm 34:10). 

God says he ‘owns the cattle on a thousand hills…If I were hungry I would not tell you; for the world is mine and all its fullness’ (Psalm 50:10, 12). Do not think that you are doing God a good turn by making an offering in the temple or the church. God does not need your money. Giving money does not cover for not attending worship. What God wants is you. ‘They gave themselves first to the Lord' (2Cor 8:5). Jesus looks at what a man or woman is, not what they have. It is a bit like people’s attitude to keeping the Sabbath. Some think that if they do not work on the Lord’s Day they will be worse off. ‘I must provide for my family’ they say. Some may even think if they work on this day they will have money to give to the Lord- but I have not come across such thinking. It is usually a failure to trust in the Lord to provide. But is not God our great provider- our Jehovah Jireh? 

We depend on the Lord for every good and perfect gift (James 1:17). How foolish to think that you alone provide for your family. How foolish to think that your family or church depends on your giving. How foolish for the church to think that it depends on your giving. We all depend upon the Lord. The farmer who built bigger barns thinking he was secure for years to come was condemned by God (Luke 12). The individual, or the church, that looks to its bank account for security is not trusting in the Lord. It is God who supplies all our needs (Phil 4:19). It is the person who gives who is blessed, not the one who builds bigger barns, or desires to do so. 

The widow gave all she had to live on (21:4). She probably lived a hand to mouth existence. In a vegetable shop in India I saw a lady buy one potato and one tomato, which she took home to cook for her family. If she got work and got paid the next day she would do the same. She had no savings and nothing worth selling. Maybe the widow Jesus saw was giving what she had to buy food that day. She gave out of her poverty, giving all she had to the Lord.

Jesus was deeply moved. Are you? She gave all she had. Maybe you think you are giving sacrificially to the Lord, and maybe you are, but this widow's giving is profoundly moving. Think about the love she had for the Lord. Think about how much she trusted in the Lord. She gave all she had. When we were missionaries people prayed for us and gave money to support us. One lady took a job and gave her entire salary towards our support.   

The rich people give out of their abundance (21:4). They hardly noticed the dent in their bank account. Their giving did not really affect the way they lived. They felt no pain, we might say- or better, they were making no sacrifice. Surveys always show that rich people give proportionately less to charities than poor people. This is why charities target the poorer sections of society.

Christians should be known as generous people. Above all, we should be faithful in our giving to the Lord. Are you faithful in tithing and offering to the Lord as you are able? Moses said, ‘Every man shall give as he is able, according to the blessing of the Lord your God which he has given you’ (Deut 16:17). If you have been blessed by the Lord are you returning to him what you are able? Jesus said, ‘Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and give to God what is God’s’ (20:25).

Paul collected money from some churches to help other churches where there was a famine. Encouraging people to give he wrote, ‘For if there is first a willing mind, it is accepted according to what one has, and not according to what one does not have’ (2Cor 8:12). The widow had a willing mind and gave according to what she had- all she had, in fact. In the Lord’s eyes she gave an enormous amount because she gave out of her poverty. How do you decide how much you will give to the Lord? Do you give with a willing mind? This is a mind that knows the abundance of God’s grace in Jesus Christ our Lord- who though he was rich yet for your sakes became poor, that you through his poverty might become rich (2Cor 8:9). 

3. Principle

Before concluding with a summary of the principles taught by Jesus from his observation, we might consider another reason people state for not giving. We have commented on people who say they cannot give because they will not have enough for their family. Such fear shows a lack of trust in the Lord. We need to move from fear to faith; from fear to trusting in the Lord to supply our needs. Another reason is that charities and churches misuse the money we give. J. C. Ryle comments, ‘Our Lord says not a word here against the lawfulness and propriety of giving money to these treasuries in the temple, though he doubtless knew the money was often ill applied, and the temple dispensation was soon passing away’. In the previous passage Jesus condemned the religious leaders for ‘devouring widow’s houses’. Who knows what they did with the money from the temple treasury. But the widow still gave sacrificially because she was giving to the Lord. This does not mean, however, that we take no concern as to how our gift is used. When Paul organised a famine collection he made sure the gift reached Jerusalem- he and another person would carry the gift (1Cor 15:3-4). 

My trips to India include checks to see that my money, and our church’s money, is being properly used. People and churches often give without making checks, only to find that the orphans they thought were being fed were going hungry, while their managers were getting fat. Such things can happen in any organisation. We should be wise, as well as generous. Your giving in the church should be given with due regard as to how it is used. You have opportunity to check, and to have a say in how it is used- without having to go to India or Africa! 

To conclude. Other people do not know what you give, but remember the Lord sees and knows. Jesus saw the poor widow putting just two copper coins in the box; he knew it was all she had. Her gift was small but her heart was huge; it was overflowing with gratitude and with trust in the Lord. How big is your heart? Is your heart filled with gratitude for all the Lord had given you? Do not forget the sacrifice that Jesus made when he gave his life that you might live. Your life, and all you have, come from the Lord. Remember also, that God is no man’s debtor. God is a mighty God; he is powerful to bless and will provide all your needs. ‘The young lions lack, and suffer hunger; but those who seek the Lord shall not lack any good thing’ (Psalm 34:10).  

End of the temple                 




Luke 21:5-11
When Australians travel to Europe or Asia they are struck by the age and beauty of many buildings they see. If you go to India you will see the Taj Mahal, a magnificent mausoleum made from white marble, inlaid with precious stones. It was built by a Mughal emperor some 350 years ago. In recent years air pollution has been causing damage to this beautiful building. We do have our Opera House of course, but this is a recent construction, not to be compared with the Taj Mahal. The Jews had their temple, a magnificent building that could be compared to the Taj. The second temple, built by Herod the Great, had lots of white stone with gold decorations. Herod gave a golden vine as a decoration with bunches of solid gold grapes the size of a man. Herod began building this temple in 19BC. It was 46 years in the making when Jesus began his ministry (John 2:20), and was not completed until AD63, just seven years before it was destroyed by the Romans. What is today called the Wailing Wall was part of the substructure, not the temple itself. This was the second temple because the original, built by King Solomon, was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586BC. That was built according to divine specifications as the place were Jews were to worship God. It was the centrepiece of life for the Jews.

1. Look at the temple

Every year Jews flocked to Jerusalem for the Passover festival; in the year AD 30 Jesus was there with his disciples. He was teaching in the temple, coming in each day from Bethany. The Jewish leaders hated Jesus, especially after he threw the traders out of the temple without their authority. They peppered Jesus with questions hoping to trip him up and get him arrested. But they failed and eventually gave up (20:40). As Jesus was leaving the temple on the Tuesday, some turned to admire the beauty of the temple (21:5). Matthew and Mark say it was a disciple making this observation (Mat 24:1, Mark 13:1). We have already described the beauty of the temple. We should also note the significance of the temple for the Jewish people. Their history was bound up with the temple. Their religion was bound up with the temple. Their society was bound up with the temple. Jews from all over the world were gathered at the temple for the Passover. Considering all this, what Jesus said in response to their observation must have come like a bombshell.

2. Listen to Jesus

Jesus said to them, ‘as for these things that you see, the days will come when there will not be left one stone upon another that will not be thrown down’ (21:6 ESV). Jesus told them that this magnificent building was going to be destroyed. How could he say not one stone would be left on another? There were some huge stones in this temple? From infancy Jews were taught about their history. They were told of the dark days when the Babylonians came and destroyed the temple built by David’s son. Their forefathers were taken captive to a foreign land. If they really knew their history they would have known that their own prophet’s spoke of this disaster long before it happened. Isaiah spoke of the beautiful temple being burned with fire (Isa 64:11). Jeremiah also said the house of God would be destroyed (Jer 7:14). Even Moses warned their forefathers that if they failed to obey the Lord and keep his commandments, God would send disasters on them. He spoke of drought, famine, disease and of other nations defeating them and taking them off into exile (Deut 28).

The disciples listened to what Jesus said. It sounded a lot like what Moses and the prophets said. It sounded a lot like what they had been told of their own history. Moreover, the disciples had seen Jesus perform miracles of healing the sick and raising the dead. They had heard him speak many words of wisdom. Some had even heard a voice from heaven saying, ‘This is my beloved Son; listen to him’ (Luke 9:35) - and so they listened. But many, like the Jewish leaders, dismissed what Jesus said; they dismissed all his marvellous works and words. In the light of their own history, this was very foolish. In the light of what we know from history it was very foolish, because what Jesus predicted about the temple came to pass just 40 years later. Many of these Jews may have still been alive when the Romans stormed the temple and reduced it to rubble in AD70. As will be seen further on in this passage, Jesus also spoke about the end of the age, or the end of this world. In the light of Jesus words being fulfilled with regard to the temple, it seems reasonable to expect his words about what is still future for us will be fulfilled. As Jesus himself would say, ‘He who has ears to hear, let him hear!’ Will you hear and pay heed to these words of Jesus Christ the Son of God?

The temple would be destroyed because the Jews were again failing to obey the commands of God. They were rejecting the promised Messiah, the Son of God. Messiah came, not to overthrow the Romans but to overthrow the power of Satan. He came to bring a new dispensation, a new covenant, just as Jeremiah prophesied (Jer 31:31f). This new covenant is founded on the blood of Jesus; on his sacrifice, not the sacrifices of the temple. The temple represented the old covenant; it had no place in the new covenant. So in the purposes of God, his purposes in judgment and salvation, the temple would go, and that quite soon.

The disciples at this time did not understand all this, even though it was clear enough from Jeremiah’s prophecy and the teaching of Jesus. But still they thought in terms of an earthly Messianic kingdom; ‘Will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel’, they asked Jesus (Acts 1:6). Maybe they thought the temple was going to be destroyed to make way for a much more glorious Messianic temple. They had not grasped the truth that the Messianic kingdom, the kingdom of Jesus Christ, was not of this world (John 18:36). The disciples, four of them named by Mark (Mark 13:3), asked Jesus when these things would happen. They asked what would be the sign that they were about to happen (21:7). They believed what Jesus said, as difficult as it was for them to imagine the destruction of the temple. But they wanted to know when this would happen. They asked him what would be the sign that these things were about to take place.

3. Look out for deceivers

Before giving them a sign, Jesus warned them not to be deceived by false teachers and actually false messiahs. He said, “Many will come in my name saying, ’I am he’, and, ‘The time is at hand’” (21:8). A desire to know the future drives otherwise rational people into all manner of irrational and perverse pursuits. There is no shortage of clever people who play into this desire. Men and women set themselves up with crystal balls, cards, parrots, books and other paraphernalia to try and tell the future. Some cult figures and false messiahs even use the Bible. 

We also need to be careful that regular Bible teachers do not deceive us. Again, there is no shortage of Bible students who think they have Bible prophecy all worked out, such that they can declare dates and places for Jesus to return. J.C. Ryle comments, ‘On no subject perhaps, have divines made so many mistakes as in the interpretation of unfulfilled prophecy’. He goes on, ’we see some putting a literal meaning on figurative prophecy and others putting a figurative meaning on literal prophecy. Some see nothing but the church in passages where Israel is mentioned and others see nothing but Israel in every prophecy of the Bible.’ 

In all this, let us pay heed to what Jesus says about not being deceived. Two things are certain: firstly, the time of his coming no one knows (Mat 24:36). Secondly, when he does come no one will miss it- every eye will see him (Mat 24:30). So do not run after anyone who says they know more than this. Do not get taken in by those who say this or that prophecy was just fulfilled so the end is near. The more days you see, the more you realise how wrong some Bible teachers have been. This is not to suggest we can be complacent. The day of Jesus’ second coming is getting nearer. Jesus does speak of signs, as we will now see.

4. Longer time

After warning his disciples not to be misled by people or events, Jesus answers their question about signs that the end is near. The signs, however, are not exactly of the type they were hoping for, or the type that we might hope to have- but they are what Jesus has given. If we humbly study what Jesus says we will get the message he intends us to have for our edification. 

In this lengthy discourse (21:5-36) Jesus speaks of two ends- the end of the temple and the end of the age. The disciples did not really distinguish between the two; Geldenhuys says, ‘The disciples no doubt thought the destruction of the temple would take place at the same time as His coming in glory (the full revelation of his Messianic power) and the end of the world, with the establishment of his Messianic kingdom' (see Mat 24:3). But being on this side of AD70, we do. Prophecies about both these events are woven together by Jesus- less so in Luke than in Matthew and Mark. There are lessons to learn from this weaving together in itself, as will become clear as we proceed. The initial focus is on the end of the temple- this was what brought about the discourse in the first place. 

‘When you hear of wars and revolutions do not be frightened’ (21:9 NIV). Unrest was common in Jerusalem, with Jewish zealots revolting against their Roman masters - only to be brutally crushed. But a huge insurrection would soon take place - in AD 66. ‘These things must happen first, but the end will not come immediately’ (21:9). The ‘must’ in verse 9 refers to a divine decree. It indicates what is bound to happen because God says so. Rather than a unique sign - note ‘wars’ plural- they were to look to things that must happen in the purposes of God before the end will come. They were to wait patiently upon the Lord and not become anxious or afraid. God’s view of time is not the same as ours. We must be careful not to second guess what God is doing.  

Nations came and went back then, just as they do today. The Babylonians were overrun by the Persians, who gave way to the Greeks, and then the Romans. None of these thought their empire would collapse, but collapse they did. Jesus does not indicate anything out of the ordinary happening, apart from more and more chaos in world. Someone said to me recently that the world was becoming a huge mess, with wars and conflicts all over the place; even passenger jets are getting shot down with missiles. My reply was that Jesus said these things will take place before the end comes. These things should not surprise us and make us afraid. We hear people talking about unspeakable crimes against humanity. The Bible calls it sin. These things remind us that we live in a sinful world and that Jesus is coming to judge the world in righteousness. He is ready to return.

Earthquakes, famines and pestilences or disease epidemics will strike in various places. In the book of Acts we read of earthquakes in Jerusalem and Philippi. Other records of disasters prior to AD70 include famines during the reign of Claudius and Nero. There was a terrible famine in Jerusalem when it was under Roman siege in AD 70. These things continue today as we await the second coming of Jesus and the end of the age. Who would have thought the modern world would still be threatened by disease epidemics? Earthquakes continue with seemingly increasing frequency, and famines continue despite our best efforts. What can we say of the great signs from heaven (21:11)? Josephus, the Jewish historian, wrote of great lights and a comet in the sky above Jerusalem prior to its destruction. The Roman historian, Tacitus, also wrote of strange phenomena in the sky at this time. 

Looking ahead to the coming of Jesus; He will come on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory (Mat 24:30). Are your ready for this to happen? The destruction of the temple is past, but remember it happened just as Jesus indicated- both here and previously in Luke 19:43-44. If he was right about the end of the temple he must also be right about the end of the age.    
Persecutions                                              


Luke 21:12-19
‘With persecutions’. This phrase came to mind as I read the passage before us. I found the phrase in words Jesus spoke to Peter. When Peter told Jesus, on behalf of the disciples, that they had left everything to follow him, Jesus assured them they would receive much more in this age, including houses, family, and lands, and in the age to come eternal life (Mark 10:30). Oops, I left out this phrase, ‘With persecutions’. Many leave these words out when they preach the gospel. The gospel many are hearing today is simply, ‘You will receive houses, family and lands’; the so-called ‘prosperity gospel’. Notice also the words at the end of what Jesus said, about the age to come and eternal life. This is also left out of much preaching, especially preaching of the social gospel. If we are to preach the whole counsel of God we must include the words, ‘with persecutions’ or ‘with suffering’. 

As Jesus left the temple, his disciples turned to admire it and comment on its beauty. It was indeed a magnificent structure. Jesus' answer came as a shock. He said the temple would be broken down. They asked him when this would happen and what signs would precede this catastrophe. This led to this so-called ‘Olivet Discourse’ that we began to look at last time and continue to study today. 
Jesus speaks not only of the end to the temple but of the end of the age. This section on persecutions refers in the first instance to the days leading up to the destruction of the temple in AD70. We see a fulfilment in the Book of Acts. The situation for God’s people leading up to the end of the age will be much the same. Jesus does not speak of a time when troubles in the world and persecution of God’s people will cease; not until the Prince of Peace returns in glory will suffering cease. 

1. Brought before rulers

Disciples of Jesus will be caught up in the chaos that precedes the end. There will be religious turmoil with deceivers having much to say. There will be political turmoil with nations going to war. There will be environmental turmoil with earthquakes and famines and epidemics. Christians will not avoid these things. In fact, they will be targeted for persecution and even blamed for these things. ‘You will be brought before kings and rulers for my names sake’ said Jesus (21:12). ‘They will lay hands on you and persecute you’ (21:12). Who is the ‘they’? Jesus does not specify, but what he goes on to say indicates that family members and friends are not excluded. People from both inside and outside the church may accuse you before the authorities. Many Christians who end up in court are there because a fellow Christian has accused them. 

It was the Jews who led the first wave of persecution against followers of Jesus. They brought followers of the Way, as Christians were called, to the synagogues to be dealt with by the priests. Synagogues were not just places of worship. They were also places of administration and the execution of justice under religious law. The Romans were the civil authorities at the time. Persecution by the civil authorities began with King Herod killing James, the brother of John (Acts 12:1-2). Around AD50 Emperor Claudius expelled all Jews, and Christians, from Rome (Acts 18:2). In AD64 Emperor Nero attacked the Christians torturing and killing with vengeance. This was just a few years before the end of the temple.   

As mentioned, the book of Acts is a record of the immediate fulfilment of Jesus words here in Luke 21. The NT church was only days old when Peter and John were arrested by the temple authorities (Acts 4:1); amazingly it had grown to over five thousand members in this short time. Soon afterwards all the apostles were imprisoned by the Jewish authorities (Acts 5:18), and only after being beaten were they released. Following this, men from a synagogue arrested Stephen because he spoke about Jesus. They led a crowd in stoning Stephen to death (Acts 6:8f). Paul, before his conversion, was involved in this onslaught against Christians. Persecution led to the church being scattered. Clearly these were hard times for Christians, just as Jesus prophesied.

2. Bold witness

Despite this persecution the church grew in leaps and bounds. Why was this? It was because, when the apostles were arrested, they spoke about Jesus of Nazareth, crucified but risen from the dead. The authorities saw the boldness of Peter and John and could not answer them (Acts 4:13). When the angel of the Lord delivered them from prison they went back to preaching the gospel in the temple. Again they were arrested and boldly declared, ‘We must obey God rather than man’ (Acts 5:29). So what Jesus said came to pass. When they were brought before authorities it would be an opportunity for them to testify or witness to the name of Jesus Christ (21:13).

After his dramatic conversion, Paul joined the apostles in preaching the gospel- especially to the Gentiles. He was chased out of town after town, beaten and even stoned and left for dead at Lystra (Acts 14:19). But this did not stop him preaching. Rather, he wrote, ’We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God’ (Acts 14:22). As a prisoner, Paul testified before Jewish authorities in the Sanhedrin. He testified before Roman authorities in Caesarea, and ended up in Rome where he may have testified before the Emperor.  

Is all this mere history? This is written for out learning. This is written for our encouragement (Rom 15:4). Do Christians get arrested and put in prison today? Do Christians get to witness to kings and rulers today? We know that Billy Graham had access to the President of the USA, but he was not in chains at the time. Yet I heard a lady from Iran telling how she had become a Christian and not long after was arrested. In court she professed faith in Christ, which normally led to the death penalty, but she was released. Also in Sudan a lady called Mariam was told to convert to Islam or die. She boldly confessed her faith in Jesus- a confession which all the world has heard. By the way, she was reported to police by a relative. Are you ready to stand before kings and rulers and be ordered to deny Christ or die? 

Jesus assured his disciples that they could rely upon him to give them words to say at such times (21:14-15). He told them not to worry and not to be thinking about what they would say in defence (cf.12:11). This must not be misconstrued as meaning preachers and teachers do not have to prepare their sermons or lessons. He is speaking of times of persecution. Maybe I should not be asking if you are ready! We do not get ready by thinking what we will say. We get ready by drawing closer to the Lord in regular worship and witness. The Lord will open our mouth and give us wisdom (21:15). This wisdom will come from his word. This wisdom is the gospel of Jesus Christ. “Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, 'Rulers and elders of Israel’” (Acts 4:8). The Holy Spirit gives great boldness. The Holy Spirit reminds us of what Jesus said (John 16:13).  

Being able to silence our opponents and persecutors in the power of the Holy Spirit is good. It is good when truth prevails and God is glorified. But this does not mean suffering will cease. On the contrary, our persecutors may be enraged to violence and murder, as in the case with Stephen. 

3. Betrayed

In a fiercely Muslim country with just a hundred or so Christians, a man was converted. He could secretly meet with other believers to pray, but his family became suspicious. What did they do? They arranged for him to marry a girl from a conservative Muslim family. As in the case with Mariam in Sudan, most persecution of believers from a Muslim background comes from within their own family. It is the same with converts from Hinduism, Judaism and even from nominal Christian families. 

We do not actually read of betrayal and persecution by family members in the book of Acts, but this does not mean it did not happen. The Jews had their spies out watching Jesus and the followers of Jesus. They were out watching the Christians also. They would have pressured family members to dob in a Christian. We can imagine how Nero, with all the resources of the state, threatened people if they did not reveal names and address of Christians in the city. It was terrible for Christians in the former East Germany. The communist state had spies everywhere such that people had to consider the possibility of their neighbour or even a family member being a police informer. I imagine it is still like this in North Korea.

If you were asked in a survey if you prefer being loved or hated by other people, how would you answer? What a stupid question you might say.  Of course you do not want to be hated. Yet in following Jesus this is what you are choosing- even if preachers have not told you this. Jesus said, ‘You will be hated by all for my name’s sake’ (21:17). Jesus himself was hated by the world, so if you are following him you also will be hated. J C Ryle writes, ‘The Christian of whom everybody speaks well can hardly be a faithful man’. The world will hate you, not because you are horrible- I trust - but because you speak the truth in love. The world does not like the truth- the truth of God, the truth about sin and salvation. Mention Jesus or sin and you will be hated. Are you ready to be hated for the name of Jesus?

4. Be patient

In saying, ‘But not a hair of your head will be lost’, Jesus cannot be saying you will not suffer or be killed- that would be contradicting what he has just said in verse 16. Rather, this seems to more of a proverbial saying indicating that your life is in God’s mighty hands. Jesus previously spoke of the hairs on your head being numbered in the context of telling us not to fear what man can do to us. Although man can kill the body, he cannot kill the soul (Luke 12:4-7). ‘Whether we live or die we belong to the Lord’ (Rom 14:8). Geldenhuys writes, ‘Although they are to suffer physical pain and death, they can never be plucked from the protecting hand of God- nothing will happen to  them outside His (God’s) will, and He will make all things work  together for their highest welfare and eternal salvation’.

Be patient and endure persecution dear brother and sister in the Lord (21:19). This is the way of life in Jesus Christ our Lord. You already have the victory in Jesus. Remember, they can only kill the body- they cannot harm the soul. Will tribulation and distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or sword separate us from the love of Christ (Rom 8:35). We are more than conquerors through him who loved us.
End of Jerusalem                                 


Luke 21:20-24

Bush fire season is just around the corner. Will there be terrible fires again this summer? Where will those fires be? Clean out the gutters; clean up the yard; cut back the bush and get ready.  We are urged to be prepared. And then, on a hot windy day, we keep watch. We listen to the radio for updates. Nowadays they send out text messages on mobile phones. But still there are people living in the bush who make no preparation whatsoever. They take no notice of the warnings given. ‘What’s all the fuss about? No fire has ever touched my place' they say. Then what happens? The police have to rush to rescue this person. He can’t believe what hit him as he looks back in shock and dismay at his house going up in flames. If we change this picture slightly to have his house going up in flames because of an enemy missile we will approach something of what happened in Jerusalem in AD70. With bushfire victims we often hear a defiant, ‘I will rebuild’. But if the enemy overtakes the place there will be no going back to rebuild. 

This Olivet Discourse in Luke 21 was Jesus’ response to some disciples commenting on the magnificence of the Jerusalem temple. He told them that the day was coming when this beautiful building would come crashing down. ‘When?’ they asked. And what will be the sign of this happening? Jesus had already given some details about this catastrophic end of the temple, and destruction of the city. He spoke of enemies surrounding the city in a siege, before levelling it to the ground with great loss of life (19:43-44). This would happen because in their spiritual blindness they rejected the Son of God as their Messiah.

What Jesus prophesied about Jerusalem should not have been a surprise. Moses warned of such a curse as their forefathers were about to enter Canaan. He spoke of horrific things happening in the city if they failed to obey the Lord their God. We are seeing so-called ‘unspeakable acts of violence’ today. Moses speaks of even more horrific acts. ‘You shall eat the offspring of your body- and the afterbirth also’ (Deut 28:53, 57). Jesus speaks of great distress for pregnant women. Josephus tells us of women in Jerusalem doing just what Moses said when the Romans surrounded the city. 

1. Surrounded and suffering

‘When you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies’ (21:20). Jerusalem was a well-fortified city. It was built on a hill and was enclosed by huge walls. This made it very difficult for an enemy to get in and take the city- but not impossible. The first line of attack was to surround the city with an army to stop food being taken in. Water was brought in through tunnels- which incidentally gave the enemy a way to enter the city. The Roman army commanded by Titus had Jerusalem surrounded for five months before making an assault on the city with their ‘engines’ or battering rams. During the siege there was great suffering in the city. Food soon ran out, forcing the people to eat whatever they could find. No doubt all animals including rodents were eaten before they turned to cannibalism. Mothers and babies, along with the elderly, are the first to suffer in times of famine (21:23). We see this in South Sudan, and with those fleeing the violent Muslims in northern Iraq. The birth of a baby is usually a time for rejoicing, but this would not be the case in Jerusalem when it was under wrath- the wrath of God delivered through Titus and his army. Mark gives more detail about the terrible suffering at this time. He says to pray that it will not be in winter, and that this tribulation will more terrible than ever before seen (Mark 13:18, 19).

2. Scattering

‘Let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains’ (21:21). Jesus was telling his disciples what would happen in Jerusalem in coming days. He told them that wars and revolutions, turmoil among the nations, and earthquakes and famines would occur in various places. Josephus tells us of Jewish leaders fighting for the priesthood and for the favour of Rome to rule over the land. Rome was not exactly a stable empire. Following Nero’s death in AD68 there was civil war. This emboldened the Jews in Jerusalem to revolt. Three emperors were killed before Vespasian (Titus’ father) came to power eighteen months later.  

By the beginning of AD70, Titus had taken control of all Judea, except for Jerusalem and three strongholds by the Dead Sea. Even as he made plans to lay siege to the city, Jews from outside were flooding in to celebrate Passover. This shows the confidence of the nationalists. In fact the zealots held on, even after the Roman attack was well advanced and the end of the city certain. Christians however fled the city. Eusebius tells us that ‘before the war’ they moved across the Jordan to a place called Pella. He said this was ‘in accordance with a certain oracle which had been given by revelation to their leaders’. That oracle was probably the words of Jesus here in Luke 21. 

Judgment and salvation are found together. Those who listen and pay heed to the word of God are saved. Those who spurn the word of God are destroyed. It happened in Jerusalem in AD70. It will happen again when Jesus returns. When Jesus returns the whole world will be destroyed, not just Jerusalem. The only place of escape will be out of this world- not to the planets, of course. Jesus tells us that his kingdom is not of this world. Our place of safety is in Jesus Christ and him alone. Those who believe in Jesus will be taken up in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. ‘And thus we shall always be with the Lord’ (2Thess 4:17). Jesus said that those who are in the country should not go into the city for safety. This was the natural thing to do in those days. With huge walls and locked gates, the city was usually the safest place. But not on this occasion. The walls would not protect them from the Roman onslaught and the end of the city.

I have heard of Americans buying homes and farms in New Zealand. They think this is one of the safest places in the world these days. If you have a concrete bunker on the south island of New Zealand you might be safe from bombs and missiles and nuclear war. But you will not be safe when Jesus returns on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory (21:27). Then only safe place to be on that day is in the arms of Jesus. 

3. Sword

‘They will fall by the edge of the sword and be led away captive into all nations’ (21:24). The revolting Jews refused numerous calls to surrender. They fought to the bitter end- a very bitter end. The Romans lost many men and were out to exact revenge. The slaughter was very great. According to Josephus, over one million Jews perished in the downfall of Jerusalem (through famine, pestilence, fratricide, infanticide and the Roman sword), and ninety seven thousand prisoners were taken and carried off. These numbers are thought to be an exaggeration, but it is certain hundreds of thousands perished. It is also certain that no Jews were left alive in the city. The words of Jesus were fulfilled.

The earlier words of Moses were also fulfilled. His words were fulfilled in the destruction of the first temple by the Babylonians. God brought them back from that destruction and scattering, but again they were unfaithful. This unfaithfulness culminated in them rejecting the Son of God, the very one who came to save them. And so the second temple was destroyed in AD70. Thousands upon thousands of Jews perished when the temple was reduced to rubble, never to be rebuilt.

Jesus said, ‘Jerusalem will be trampled by the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled’ (21:24). The Romans were the first Gentiles to trample the city. There have been various others over the almost two thousand years since. ‘From the reign of Constantine the city passed under Christian domination, but in AD637 it was taken by the Muslims under Omar. To this day a Muslim sanctuary, the Dome of the Rock, stands on the temple mount. Jesus’ prediction was terribly and completely fulfilled’ (Geldenhuys). 

Jesus does not say that this time of the Gentiles will end with restoration of the temple and temple worship- despite the teaching of some Christians. J. C. Ryle in one place writes, ‘Jerusalem is to be once more restored to its ancient inhabitants’, but he also writes of the times of the Gentiles, ‘as the period between the first and second advents of Jesus’. I suppose it depends what you believe will happen at the second advent of Jesus, and just how many second comings there will be! Geldenhuys clearly says, "Christ nowhere implies that ‘the times of the Gentiles’ will be followed by Jewish dominion over the nations.”

4. Vengeance

‘These are the days of vengeance’ (21:22). Jesus is speaking about divine vengeance or the wrath of God. He is talking about the fulfilment of God’s word. In former times God spoke through the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son (Heb 1:1-2). Isaiah and Jeremiah made it very clear to the Jews in Jerusalem that when the temple was destroyed and they were taken in exile to Babylon, that this would be the Lord’s doing (Isa 63, Jer 25:7-11). Jesus made it clear that the temple and the city would be destroyed, along with the people inside, ‘because you did not know the time of your visitation’ or the time of God’s coming to you (19:44). The apostles were not afraid to condemn the Jews for crucifying the Son of God, but they do not focus on this warning of divine vengeance upon Jerusalem. They focused more on his words that the gospel must first be preached to all the nations (Mark 13:10 cf. Mat 24:14). They went out preaching the gospel to Jew and Gentile. 

When the temple was destroyed the church was not affected. Christians had fled the city in response to the words of Jesus, and the church was established in many nations. In the new covenant the Spirit of God is no longer associated with a city or a building. Christians who think the temple will be rebuilt fail to understand this. Do they think the Spirit of God will once again come to the temple? The Spirit of God indwells the people of God and the church. ‘Do you not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God’ (1Cor 6:19). ‘Do you not know that you are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you’ (1Cor 3:16). Paul knew what the word ‘temple’ meant to his readers. 

John speaks of the New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God, not being rebuilt by the Jews (Rev 21:2). He sees no temple in this city, ‘for the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple’ (Rev 21:22). Jesus said the temple and the city would be destroyed. This is what the apostles believed; they did not go beyond this, saying the temple would be restored.
End of the age                                                        Luke 21:25-33

When will this world end? How will it end? This is the subject of speculation for every generation- and the subject of many movies. After a quick search on the internet I came up with the year 2030- a Bob Geldof prediction; and in 3.5 billion years- a scientist’s prediction. Both these predictions relate to global warming, the slow increase in global temperatures. These wild predictions come with the same message; we must stop global warming now! Presumably, if we do what they say and stop global warming the world will continue beyond 2030; or 3.5billion years as the case may be! The other popular idea about the end of the world is that an asteroid will take us out. An astronomer in Crimea says a big one will hit the earth in August, 2032- it will be like 50 nuclear bombs. But NASA says the probability of it missing us is 99.98%. It is good that some people are considering the end of the world- most pay no attention. But let us be wise and consider what the Maker of heaven and earth has to say. 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth (Gen 1:1). God made planet earth, and that without our help. God put the sun in the heaven to give us light and heat. Of course, this is a matter of faith (Heb 11:3), but it also makes sense- more sense than what man has come up with to date. Since God made the world it makes sense that he is the one who will bring it to an end; and this is just what the Bible says. We read, ‘Behold, I will create a new heavens and a new earth; and the former shall not be remembered’ (Isa 65:17). ‘The elements will melt in the fervent heat; both the earth and the works in it will be burned up’ (2Peter 3:10). Jesus said, ‘Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will by no means pass away’ (21:33).

The end of the age will come when Jesus returns to judge the world in righteousness. Before you mock, or just ignore these words, remember Jesus prophesied the destruction of Jerusalem which happened forty years later in AD70. If you don’t want to read the history of this event (which is fascinating reading), just look at Jerusalem today and compare it with the time of Jesus- there is no temple! Just look at the situation of the Jewish people, scattered in all the nations. Why is this?  Because the words of Jesus were fulfilled. The words of Jesus will by no means pass away.

The destruction of Jerusalem is not just a matter of world history. It is matter of divine retribution upon people who rejected their Messiah, the only begotten Son of God. The disciples asked for a sign when this would happen, and Jesus gave them signs. This catastrophic event was in itself a sign of the end of the age. Jesus never said it would coincide with the end of the age, but that there were parallels. The end of the age or end of the world will, of course, encompass the whole world, not just one city. The end of the age will come upon all human beings, not just the Jews. 

1. Signs and shaking 

Jesus gave his disciples further signs of the end of the age and the coming of the Son of Man. These will be seen in the heavens; in the sun, the moon and the stars. Mark records Jesus saying that the sun will be darkened, along with the moon, and the stars will fall (Mark 13:24). Jesus also spoke of the powers of heaven being shaken (21:26). Celestial upheaval like this was spoken of by Joel and other OT prophets when they spoke about the Day of the Lord (Joel 2:10, 3:15). Isaiah spoke of the host of heaven being dissolved, and the heavens belong rolled up like a scroll (Isa 34:4). With the opening of the sixth seal, John, in his apocalyptic vision, saw the sky recede as a scroll, the sun become black and stars fall to the earth (Rev 6:12-14). Amazing things will be seen in the heavens when the end comes. Most amazing will be Jesus coming on the clouds in great glory. 

On earth the sea will roar and waves will crash (21:25). This does not fit with gradual sea level rises- huge tsunamis maybe. The rainbow reminds us that the end of the age will not be a flood, of course (Gen 9:11). The Psalmist speaks of waters roaring and mountains shaking (46:3, 93:3). Jesus does not mention earthquakes here, although he does back in verse 11. In the prophets, and in the Revelation of John, earthquakes are frequently associated with God’s judgment; thunder and lightning, earthquakes and great hail (Rev 11:19).

I have never been in an earthquake. It must be frightening to feel the ground shaking and buildings start to shake. People run into the streets to escape being trapped in collapsing buildings. Imagine an earthquake and a huge hail storm coming together. Running into the street you would be hit by hailstones. Huge hail kills people. There would be no place to escape. On the last day there will be no place to escape and no place to hide. John saw rich men, kings and all sorts of people hiding in caves, but they could not escape the wrath of the Lamb of God (Rev 6:16). 

Great distress will descend upon the nations- meaning unbelieving people (21:25, 26). They will be filled with anxiety and fear. They will be rendered speechless, those who once loudly ridiculed the words of Jesus Christ. They will faint with fear. The other day my dear wife cut herself, and as I was cleaning up the blood she fainted. She just collapsed- thankfully I could grab her. It is usually me that faints at the sight of blood!

Jesus says men will faint from fear when they see the heavens and the earth shaking. Strong men, smart men, men and women from all nations will be dropping all around the world- or ‘globally’ as we say today. J. C. Ryle reminds us that hardened Roman soldiers became as dead men when an angel rolled the stone away and Christ rose again. When God came down on the mountain to give the Law, the mountain shook and smoked, as lightening flashed across the sky and thunder roared in their ears.  The people trembled in fear. Moses said there was nothing to fear; it was just God coming to test them (Exod 20:18-21). How amazing! Will you be trembling and fainting when you see the stars falling and then going dark, and the earth shaking, or will you be ready to meet your Lord and Saviour? 

2. Son of Man

‘They will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory’ (21:27). Just a few weeks after this Olivet Discourse, Jesus ascended into heaven from this same mountain. After being crucified Jesus rose again and showed himself to the apostles and many others. As he was being taken up in a cloud they were told, ‘Jesus will so come in like manner as you saw him go into heaven’ (Acts 1:11). Hearing this, they would have remembered what Jesus said in this Olivet Discourse- and they understood what he meant after being illuminated by the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. 

When Jesus comes again every eye will see him. Unbelievers will tremble in terror; they will try to hide from the wrath of the Lamb. But believers will lift up their heads to welcome him. They will not be trying to hide but will be looking up to heaven, knowing that their glorious Saviour is coming to take them to their eternal home. Believers who have died will come out of the grave, their soul being united to a glorious new body. Those who are alive will be changed, putting on immortality. Together they will meet the Lord in the air- we will, ‘meet the Lord in the air, and thus we shall always be with the Lord’ (1Thes 4:17). This is the consummation. This is our redemption completed. What a glorious day it will be for us who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. We have not seen him yet but we will one day soon. Are you excited? Are your praying ‘Maranatha’, ‘Even so, come Lord Jesus’?

3. See the fig tree

Jesus gave his disciples signs about his second coming. He told them of shaking and turmoil in the heavens, and seas roaring on the earth. Such signs point to his coming on the clouds of heaven. They should be watching and waiting for this great day. Jesus taught them about watching and waiting with a parable. ‘Look at the fig tree and all the trees’ he said (21:29). Fig trees lose their leaves in winter but as summer approaches buds start to appear. It is amazing how plants ‘know’ when summer is near. For some a temperature increase switches them on; for others changes in day-length triggers new growth. Plants do not follow the calendar as we do, saying September 1 is spring. Looking at the trees we can tell when summer is near.

So when you see these cataclysmic things occurring in the sky and on the earth, take note. Take note that the return of Jesus Christ is near. Take note and live accordingly. Make worshipping Jesus top priority in your life- ‘all the more as you see the day approaching’ (Heb 10:25). If you think that day is a long way off and of no concern, then go to the beach, go to the football, go to the shops; do what you like when others are worshipping the Lord. But if you are serious about sin, serious about salvation and serious about the return of Jesus you will not be neglecting prayer and worship. 

The parable is followed by a word of assurance from Jesus. ‘Assuredly I say to you’ (21:32). In other words, make no mistake; this is the truth. Yet what Jesus says at this point is not easy to understand, and has been interpreted in different ways. The difficulty is the word ‘generation’. What did Jesus mean by this word? If it is the generation of people living at that time, then the reference can only be to the end of the temple, just forty years later (so Geldenhuys). Was Jesus saying this would be the end of the age? No; Jesus was not mistaken, even if some of the disciples were.  

So what is this generation that will not pass away till all things take place. Some read ‘generation’ as ‘race’ and say it is the Jewish race (e.g. Ryle). But this is not necessary. When Jesus used this word ‘generation’, he almost always did so in the sense of ‘evil generation’ (Luke 11:29f). Peter uses it in the same way (Acts 2:40). So the word means the human race, the generation of sinful human beings that will continue to the end (e.g. Morris). There will be no end to human beings on this earth until Jesus returns.

When Jesus does return it really will be the end. Every person who has ever lived will appear before him, coming out of their graves to the resurrection of life or the resurrection of condemnation (John 5:29).  There will be no way of escape because heaven and earth will pass away (21:33). Don’t think flying off to Mars will help! The present creation will give way to the new heavens and the new earth. ‘Pass away’ means go away, disappear or perish. Jesus does not say heaven and earth will be given a makeover, or restored to its pristine state. 

What will not pass away is the words of Jesus. There will be a discontinuity at the end of the age. This discontinuity will be the present creation- apart from human beings made in the image of God. The crucified and risen Jesus will return as King. He will rule over kingdom of God, the kingdom that is not of this world, the kingdom that endures for ever and ever. Are you ready to meet the King and enter his glorious, everlasting kingdom? ‘Your redemption draws near’.   

How shall we live?                                           
          Luke.21:34-36
For every Christian sitting in church worshipping the Lord Jesus Christ there must be at least one at home telling themselves they do not have to go to church to be a Christian. There are thousands, of course, sitting at home thinking they will go to heaven because they are basically good people, and going to church is just ‘over the top’. Most will be at home sleeping or relaxing in some way. There are people who pray while watching TV or mowing the lawn. A friend of mind tried praying as he raced to lectures – he was too busy to pray before he left for class. Thankfully he was walking to class. Some pray while driving to work, which does seem dangerous. There is a reason we close our eyes in prayer; it helps us focus on our unseen God rather than the things we see around us. 

There is also a reason for coming together to pray and worship. We are told by God, ‘not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but to encourage one another, all the more as you see the day approaching’ (Heb 10:25). God knows how weak we are and that we need to come together and encourage one another in times of trouble and distress. Those who think private worship is sufficient rarely remain faithful. They soon lose sight of the approaching day of the Lord. 

How shall we then live? This was the title I gave to a sermon on Romans chapter 12- as some may recall. We were urged to live in the way that pleases God, out of a sense of gratitude and thankfulness for all he has done for us in the cross of Jesus Christ. ‘I urge you brothers, by the mercies of God’ (Rom 12:1). We never forget or take for granted the amazing grace of God in Jesus Christ our Lord. Those who think they can worship God at home deny themselves the means of grace in the sacraments- another reason why they fall from grace. How shall we then live? Besides looking back with thanks, we also look forward with expectation. We live looking forward to the return of Jesus Christ our Lord. 

If you plan to get married in six months you will be excited. You will be busy preparing for the big day. You will wake up thinking about this day, and go to bed thinking about this day. Do you wake up thinking about the day of the Lord? Do you go to bed thinking about your Saviour and Lord returning on the clouds of heaven? What comforting thoughts these are for those who love the Lord Jesus Christ! We do not know when this day will be so the excitement remains - it remains today and all the days of our life. We keep praying, ‘even so, come, Lord Jesus’ because we long to meet him. In the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper we not only remember Jesus dying for our sins, but rejoice in his imminent return; 'in so doing you proclaim the Lord’s death till he comes' (1Cor 11:26). 

We come to the end of the Olivet Discourse today. Jesus told his disciples about the coming end of the temple and also the end of the age. God in his sovereign power had determined these events- these judgments. The first would be upon the Jews, and the second upon all mankind. There is no way to stop these catastrophic events taking place. Man will try, but his efforts will be feeble and useless. The disciples asked Jesus for a sign of when these events were about to occur and he obliged. Those who took note of the signs fled Jerusalem before it was destroyed by the Romans in AD70. Who is looking to the signs today? Who is looking to the coming of Jesus and the end of the age? Are you ready? Is the return of Jesus in your thinking and your prayers today?  If you, in all honesty, answer ‘No’, then ask yourself why. Why is the return of Jesus not part of your thoughts and prayers?

1. Big sins

The reason we do not think and pray about the return of Jesus is that we are too busy thinking about other things. We spend all our time thinking about things of this world. Jesus warns against letting our hearts be weighed down with dissipation, drunkenness and the cares of this life (21:34). Our hearts can be weighed down by sinful thoughts. Sin begins in the heart. Out of the heart proceeds evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft and lies (Mat 15:19). ‘When desire has conceived it gives birth to sin’ wrote James (James 1:15). 

The heart of Cain was weighed down with jealousy towards his brother Abel. The Lord said, ‘Sin lies at the door. And its desire is for you, but you should rule over it’ (Gen 4:7). The heart of David’s son Ammon was weighed down with lust for Tamar. The heart of Ahab was weighed down with the desire to have Naboth’s vineyard. The devil is seeking whom he may devour. Do not let him devour you. He will tempt you with the desires of the flesh, and the things of this world. Satan will do his utmost to keep you from thinking about the return of Jesus Christ.  Alcohol is one of his most effective weapons. Thoughts of drinking parties and getting drunk occupy the minds of many as they think about the future - as in next weekend. Do not be so short sighted, and do not give your mind to thinking only about the lust of the flesh and lust of the eyes. 

2. Busy, busy

Let not your heart be weighed down with ‘the cares of this life’ (21:34). Remember the parable of the sower. Some seed fell among the weeds which grew and grew until they choked the crop. This refers to those who hear the word, but go out and get choked with the cares, riches and the pleasures of life (Luke 8:14). What a great definition of consumerism or materialism. While many are consumed by sinful lusts, more are consumed by things that are not sinful in themselves, but become sinful when coveted, which is idolatry. It is not wrong to think about your wife or husband, and how you can please her or him. It is not wrong to think about your children and how you can help them. But if such thoughts consume you, if such thoughts leave no place for thinking about the coming of Jesus, they are sinful. It is not wrong to think about a new car, a new house, a new job, or a great holiday, but if all your time is taken up thinking about such things they are sinful. They have become idols replacing Jesus. It is not wrong to be thinking about medical treatment for yourself or a loved one, but be careful you are not weighed down by such concerns. Be careful that the cares of this life do not weigh your heart down to the extent that you lose sight of the bigger picture, the return of Jesus Christ. Do not return to the life you once lived; a life without God and without hope in this world. Do not be like the dog that returns to its vomit, or the pig that returns to wallowing in the mud after being washed and made clean. Do not join the flood of dissipation seen in the days of Noah and seen around us today.

We live in a pluralistic society. The local council wants us to join a multi-faith forum for this district. For what purpose, we ask?  What do we have in common with other religions? As Christians our focus is on the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and his return. How we live is a response to these basic truths- fundamentals if you like. The message we have to proclaim is for all the world, of course. It is for all who live on the face of the whole earth (21:35). Our task is to preach the gospel to all the world, to Jew and Gentile, to pagans and preachers of false religions- not to join them in some worldly endeavour. 

As with the snares or traps already mentioned, so this matter of joining hands with unbelievers can become a snare. The message we have for the world is the gospel to Jesus Christ. It is needed just as much today as ever before. Signs of the approaching end of the age are there for us to see. Let us respond by drawing near to the Lord and by taking the gospel to all the world. Violent terrorists can be disarmed by the gospel of Jesus Christ- remember Saul of Tarsus. Let us preach Jesus Christ, and him crucified. Let us preach the resurrection and return of Jesus Christ to judge the world in righteousness.

‘Watch therefore’ says Jesus (21:36). Matthew and Mark have Jesus telling a short parable at this time, a parable about a man going to a far country and leaving his servants in charge until he returns (Mat 24:45f, Mark 13:33f). Luke records similar parables. The point of the parable is that the master will return, and when he does so, will he find his servants serving, or sleeping. One day Jesus will return, ‘but of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven nor the Son but only the Father’ (Mark 13:32). Therefore be ready at all times. Jesus will come like a thief in the night (1Thes 5:2). 

Are you watching for the return of Jesus? What does this mean? Does it mean going out to camp on a mountain and gaze into the heavens day and night? How can we watch when we are busy with life here and now? You are watching, dear brother and sister, when you are living your busy life in the light of God’s word. You are watching when you do everything as unto the Lord. Love your wife and your kids as unto the Lord. Do your work or studies as unto the Lord. You are watching when you are thinking about the cross, the resurrection and the return of Jesus Christ. Integral to this watching is prayer and all the means of grace, including the sacraments.  

3. Be ready

‘Watch therefore and pray always’. Jesus was on the Mount of Olives overlooking Jerusalem when he spoke to his disciples. In just two days he would be back on this hill praying. The garden of Gethsemane is at the foot of the Mount of Olives. Jesus was praying with urgency but his disciples were sleeping. He said to them, ‘Watch and pray lest you enter into temptation. The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’ (Mark 14:38). Watching for the return of Jesus involves prayer. Prayer means fellowship and communion with God. When praying we are focused on the Lord. We think of the cross, the resurrection and the return of Jesus. Our prayers must not be simply begging for things. In prayer we enter into the presence of the Lord -not in body but in spirit. When Jesus returns we will be in his presence body and spirit. What a blessing it will be if we are on our knees in prayer when the Lord returns - we will just continue in his presence as our earthly bodies put on immortality.

Praying for Jesus to return was an integral part of prayer in the early church. Jesus taught them to pray, ‘Your kingdom come’ and they prayed this with meaning. ‘Maranatha, O Lord Come’, was their prayer. They were a persecuted church. A persecuted church will pray, ‘Come Lord Jesus’. When we begin to enjoy a comfortable life we lose focus on the return of Jesus. When we start to think life in this world is not too bad then we lose focus on the end of this world. 
Jesus said, ‘Stay awake at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are going to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man’ (21:36 ESV). Escape here does not mean fleeing to a bunker or to the mountains- as with the escape from Jerusalem. Heaven and earth are passing away. It is somewhat amusing, as well as tragic, to read of men saying we might be able to escape to another planet when this one is destroyed- by global warming or a comet or whatever. The only place to escape will be Jesus and his kingdom. This escape relates to watching and praying. We will not be able to stand on anything in this world- no amount of money, no friends in high places, and no army will save us from the dissolution of this world, this heaven and earth. The end of the age will come with the appearance of Jesus in the clouds. ‘As the lightning comes from the east and flashes to west, so also will be the coming of the Son of Man’ (Mat 24:27). 
Only in the strength God gives you will you be able to stand on that day. In Jesus Christ and only in him will you escape the conflagration that will occur?  Are you in Christ today?  When you confess your sin and believe in him, you receive the Holy Spirit and become a new person in Christ. You become a child of God. You are put into the hand of Jesus who says, ’No one shall pluck you out of my hand’ (John 10:29). May this be a comfort to you today? But let it not be a presumption. This same Jesus says, “Many will say to me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in your name and cast out demons in your name, and done many wonders in your name?’” What will Jesus say? He will say, ‘I never knew you' (Mat 7:22-23). Many will say, ‘I meant to go to church, I tried to find time to pray’, but it will be too late. What will Jesus say to you when he returns?

Satan entered Judas                                                  Luke 21:37-22:6
The last week of Jesus’ life in this world takes up one quarter of Luke’s gospel, and it is much the same with the other gospels. This so called, 'Passion Week' began with the triumphant entry on the Sunday. Jesus was hailed as King of the Jews by the crowd coming to the holy city for Passover. There was great and excitement and expectation; had the promised Messiah finally arrived? However, their expectation was not in line with what was written in the Scriptures. The people did not understand that the kingdom of Jesus was not of this world. He was not coming to overthrow the Romans, but to ‘overcome the world’ of sin and death (John 16:33).

1. Jesus the teacher

After entering Jerusalem and visiting the temple on the Sunday, Jesus went to stay the night in Bethany. On the Monday he came back and cleansed the temple. On the Tuesday he again went to the temple and spent the day teaching the crowd, as well as answering the trick questions of the Pharisees and Sadducees. When leaving the temple, a comment by his disciples led to a lesson about the end of the temple and the end of the age. Luke summarises Jesus’ activity in this week saying, ‘in the daytime he was teaching in the temple, but at night he went and stayed on the mountain called Olivet’ (21:37). Mark tells us ‘he went out to Bethany with the twelve’ (Mark 11:11). Bethany was a village on Mount Olivet or the Mountain of Olives. There is no record of Jesus coming into the city on the Wednesday. On the Thursday it was time to prepare for the Passover.

‘Early in the morning all the people came to him in the temple to hear him’ (21:38). Jerusalem was full of pilgrims, Jews from all over the world coming to celebrate Passover. There would have been lots of people from Galilee who had heard Jesus teaching in their towns. These people knew that the religious leaders did not like Jesus, but they did. They were eager to hear Jesus preach because he spoke as no other man. So ‘all the people’ were listening to Jesus, hanging on every word he said (19:48). With such huge popular support, the Jewish leaders found it difficult to take Jesus and kill him as they were determined to do. 

2. Jewish leaders- the killers

While Jesus spent long days teaching the people about the kingdom of God, the Jewish leaders spent long nights plotting to kill Jesus. Jesus was upsetting their religious rule in the city. Before Jesus came the people were forced to listen to them and do what they decreed. They ruled with the long arm of the law- religious law. They ruled in the temple through legalism. Legalism is the easiest way to rule a religious body. It is the easiest way to rule the church- as long as no one sees the hypocrisy involved. Look at any sect that comes out of the church. It will have one person or a small group making rules for every aspect of life- except their own. It can be the same in some churches, even reformed churches, with the leaders having one rule for themselves and another for the members; not that men in such churches go to the extent of those in religious sects or in the temple to preserve their rule.  

The chief priest and the scribes, or the Sadducees and the Pharisees, ‘sought how they might kill him (Jesus), for they feared the people’ (22:2). Although they sat together in the Sanhedrin, these two parties rarely saw eye to eye. The Sadducees were the politicians while the Pharisees were the lawyers- religious lawyers. But when it came to dealing with Jesus of Nazareth they joined hands. They were of one mind when it came to getting rid of Jesus. But they faced a problem. The people did not share their desire to kill Jesus. They had tried and failed to get Jesus to incriminate himself under Roman law, or Jewish law. They could not accuse him of any wrong. So they could not just march up and arrest Jesus in front of the crowd that was eagerly listening to him. The people may well have rioted. The Jewish leaders realised that they would have to wait till after the feast to kill Jesus. 

Jesus and his disciples had come to Jerusalem for the feast of Passover. This was one of three major festivals in the Jewish calendar: Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. Passover was instituted when Moses led the people out of slavery in Egypt. A lamb was killed and its blood sprinkled on the doorpost of the house. They ate roasted lamb, along with unleavened bread, in their homes on the night the angel of death passed through the land. The Jews has been celebrating Passover ever since- except during dark days of apostasy in the land. Passover was on the fourteenth day of the first month, the month of Nissan/Abib. It was followed by a week-long celebration called the Feast of Unleavened bread (Num 28:17). 

The Jewish leaders had concluded that it was politically impossible to arrest Jesus during Passover. They feared the people would revolt. But Jesus told his disciples on the Tuesday, ‘after two days is the Passover and the Son of Man will be delivered up to be crucified’ (Mat 26:2). Jesus had come to Jerusalem because his hour had come; 'the hour for the Son of Man to be glorified’ (John 12:23). He had come to fulfil divine prophecy. Jesus would be the fulfilment of the Passover. Jesus would be the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. He would be, as Paul says, ‘Christ our Passover, sacrificed for us’ (1Cor 5:7). Ryle writes, ‘The death of Christ was the fulfilment of the Passover; he was the true sacrifice to which every Passover lamb had been pointing for 1500 years’. 

Man’s plan was, ‘not during the feast’, but God’s plan was for Jesus to be the Passover lamb. Jesus would be killed at the Passover. This would be the Passover to end all Passovers. Jesus is the fulfilment of the Passover so there can be no Passover celebration for the Christian. A Christian cannot participate in a Jewish Passover because this would be saying the true Passover has not yet come. 

3. Judas the betrayer

Into this tension between man’s plan and God’s plan, the tension between politics and God’s purposes, steps a man called Judas, Judas Iscariot, one of the twelve disciples of Jesus. ‘Then Satan entered Judas’ (22:3). With these words Luke emphasises the spiritual battle going on behind the politics. Satan was very active of course, in stirring up the Jewish leaders in their murderous hatred of Jesus. But suddenly he has been allowed to enter a familiar friend who ate bread with Jesus (Ps 41:9). Satan had asked for Peter but Jesus said, ‘I have prayed for you that your faith should not fail’ (22:31). Judas was without faith. Satan desires to have all men and women, especially those who follow Jesus. We are all born in sin and as such are Satan’s slaves. But Jesus in his grace and power delivers us from such slavery. Satan entered Judas because, as Jesus said, he was the son of perdition or destruction (John 17:12); he was lost because he was never saved. 

It was that Scripture might be fulfilled that Satan entered Judas, a man who had been with Jesus for three years, listening to his teaching and seeing his miracles. But in all this time he was with him only in body- not in heart. ‘He lives on the stage of Scripture as an awful warning to the uncommitted follower of Jesus who is in his company but not does not share his Spirit’ wrote one commentator. Calvin said of when Satan enters the reprobate that, ‘he takes possession of all their senses, overthrows the fear of God, extinguishes the light of reason, and destroys every feeling of shame’. 

What about the human dimension of Judas’ decision to betray Jesus? Luke tells us nothing about what motivated Judas to do this dastardly deed. Betrayal is a heinous sin; it involves turning on a close friend. The kiss of Judas has become proverbial. Luke simply tells us that Satan entered Judas and he went away to confer with the chief priests and captains (22:4). The chief priests were in the ruling Sanhedrin and the captains were in the temple guard. These men were delighted to see Judas. They now had an insider to help them in their wicked plot. They could now get hold of Jesus in secret and avoid a riot. Judas conspired with these men as to when, where and how he would betray Jesus. He also got an agreement on how much blood money he would be paid. Matthew tells us they agreed on thirty pieces of silver- equivalent to 120 denarii. 

Something interesting took place in Bethany immediately prior to Judas deciding to betray Jesus. Luke does not include the incident in which a woman anointed Jesus with a jar of very expensive perfume. It was worth over 300 denarii, well over a year’s wages. Matthew and Mark tell how some complained of this being a huge waste. These people said the perfume should have been sold and the money given to the poor (Mat 26:8-9, Mark 14:4-5).  John goes further, telling us that it was Judas Iscariot who led this complaint. He also says that Judas did not care about the poor; the only person he cared about was himself. In fact he was a thief who often dipped into the money box that he kept on behalf of Jesus and the twelve (John 12:4-6).
Although more admirable motives have be attributed to Judas by some scholars, this is all that Scripture tells us. The suggestion that he was           trying to force Jesus to make a move in setting up his kingdom is not supported by the evidence. Judas loved money. Judas was guilty of avarice. If there was anything vaguely admirable about betraying Jesus he would not have accepted the blood money as he did. Are there people like Judas today, people who follow Jesus from selfish motives, people who follow Jesus but have no heart for Jesus? Is it possible that people come to church week after week, year after year and still do not know Jesus as their personal Saviour? Why do you come to church?

God warned jealous Cain that sin was at the door desiring to have him. Satan was at Judas’ door desiring to have him- and Judas, like Cain, let him in. Satan is at your door desiring to have you. Do not let him in, dear friend. Do not let him enter and destroy you as he did Judas. You can, and must, resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God and God will draw near to you. This is his promise (James 4:7-8) 

Preparation for the Passover                                          Luke 22:7-13
The Passover was instituted in Egypt where the children of Israel had been domiciled for four hundred and thirty years. Through Joseph, they went down to Egypt and prospered as they lived in their own community. They became such a large community that when a new king arose he feared they would take over. He began to persecute them, making them slaves on huge building projects; and finally taking the desperate measure of killing all male babies born in the Jewish community. The people groaned under such persecution, and God heard their groaning. He sent Moses to lead them out of Egypt. Through Moses God sent ten plagues upon Egypt, the last of these being the death of the firstborn. 
God told Moses and Aaron how they were to escape this plague of death. They told the people of Israel that on a certain day they must kill a lamb or goat, a one-year-old male without blemish, and sprinkle its blood on the door frame of their house. The lamb was to be roasted and eaten with unleavened bread and bitter herbs inside the house that night. The blood on the door frame would be a sign for the Lord to pass over the house when he came through the land at midnight, killing all the firstborn. Thus they were saved from death through the blood of the Passover lamb. That same night they left their homes in Egypt and set out for the land of Canaan. They were commanded to observe the Passover as a remembrance of the Lord delivering them from slavery in the land of Egypt. 

Under the covenant established at Mt Sinai, they were required to make sacrifices for their sin. The Day of Atonement was a special day for sacrificing an animal and sprinkling its blood on the mercy seat of the Ark of the Covenant. ‘Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness’ (Heb 9:22). The Passover sacrifice was not directly related to sin. It was related to deliverance from slavery, and indeed death, through the grace of God. The Lord passed over houses marked with blood, the blood of the Passover lamb. Israel was to solemnly observe the Passover ‘throughout their generations’ (Exod 12:42). So it was that Jesus and the twelve came to Jerusalem some fifteen hundred years later, probably the year AD30, to celebrate the Passover. But this would be the last Passover for Jesus, and also for his disciples.

1. Passover killed 

The Passover signified the birth of Israel as a nation. It gave rise to a new calendar. ‘This month shall be the first month of the year to you’ (Exod 12:2). On the fourteenth day of this first month a lamb or goat was killed. Like other sacrifices in Jesus’ day, this was to be done in the temple. So between about 3.00 and 6.00pm on the Thursday the Passover lamb was killed - ‘must be killed’ (22:7). A family or a larger group gathered in the evening, of what was now 15th Nisan, to eat the roasted lamb. The group had to eat the whole lamb in this meal. The day for killing the Passover was also the day for removing all leaven or yeast from the house. A careful search was made in every house where the Passover was to be eaten. The Passover was followed by a week of eating unleavened bread. Because these two festivals coincided, the Passover was often called the Day of Unleavened Bread, as we find here in Luke 22:7. 

In this chronology the Passover lamb was killed on the Thursday afternoon and Jesus ate with his disciples that night, and was crucified on the Friday. Luke, along with Matthew and Mark, follows this pattern. John also has Jesus being crucified on the Friday, but some verses in John have given rise to the idea that the Passover lamb was killed on Friday rather than Thursday, and that Jesus did not actually eat the Passover with his disciples- they say there is no mention of lamb being eaten, but Luke clearly says, ‘I have desired to eat this Passover’ (22:15). No one saw this supposed confusion until around AD170. 

Morris refers to this question as, ‘one of the most difficult in NT interpretation’. The problem arises in John’s gospel where we read that the Jewish leaders who brought Jesus before Pilate early in the morning did ‘not go into the Praetorium lest they should be defiled, but that they might eat the Passover’ (John 18:28). When did they intend to eat the Passover? They were, of course, very busy arresting Jesus and getting him to trial that evening. Some scholars prefer John’s account and others the Synoptics. Some, like Morris and France, say that different calendars were being followed, but this could hardly be the case when all animals had to be killed in the one temple. 

An explanation for this difficulty may be that the Jewish leaders were thinking of the festival as a whole. Geldenhuys writes that John 18, ‘does not mean the eating of the paschal repast as such but refers to the seven day feast of unleavened loaves’ (taking Passover as equivalent to Unleavened Bread). Carson supports this interpretation. On the other hand, the Jewish leaders may have thought they could squeeze the Passover in before dawn, or they were simply more focused on the wicked deed of getting rid of Jesus and were prepared to ‘adjust’ the law as necessary (Ryle). The apostle John points to the irony of these Jewish leaders being concerned about ritual purity while busy arranging the murder of an innocent man.  

2. Place

Jesus sent Peter and John to prepare the Passover (22:8). It would not have been wise to send Judas because he was on the lookout for an opportunity to betray Jesus. On Passover night the streets would have been very quiet. Although his hour had come, Jesus wanted to eat this particular Passover with his disciples for it would be his last. Moreover, he had something very important to tell them at this supper- he had many things to tell them if we look at John’s gospel. But the important thing was to institute the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion as the way to remember the new covenant in his blood.

The disciples did not know where Jesus wanted to eat the Passover with them. ‘Where do you want us to prepare?’ they asked (22:9). Not even Peter or John knew. The Passover had to be eaten in Jerusalem- they were staying in Bethany. The twelve were from Galilee. The closest they had to a home in Jerusalem was that of the family of John Mark (Acts 12:12), but there is no indication that this was the house Jesus was sending them to. 

While it is possible that Jesus had pre-arranged with the ‘master of the house’ to give him a room, it is also possible that Jesus knew these things by divine foreknowledge. We should remember that it was customary for people to open their homes to visitors, even strangers, for this feast; and also remember that Jesus was keeping this a secret from Judas and those plotting to kill him. Jesus told Peter and John that as they entered Jerusalem they would meet a man carrying a pitcher of water (22:10). This would have been a rare sight in a culture where only women carried water in this way. Was this a pre-arranged signal or was it foreknowledge on Jesus’ part? This does not mean it was a miracle; Geldenhuys says Jesus probably pre-arranged this venue with the owner because he, ‘never made use of miracles to defeat his enemies when he could do so by taking natural precautions’- an interesting, if not convincing comment.  

Jesus told Peter and John to follow the man with the water pitcher to the house he entered and to speak to the owner of the house (22:10). They were to say to him, “The teacher says to you, ‘Where is the guest room where I may eat the Passover with my disciples?’” Was this a coded message? It could have been, but Jesus was probably well known as ‘The Teacher’. All the people had been gathering to hear him teach in the temple. Pre-arranged or not, the disciples were shown to a large upper room which they could make ready the Passover.

3. Prepare 

Peter and John ‘prepared the Passover’ (22:13). What did this involve? Firstly, there was the food. A lamb had to be purchased, taken to the temple and slaughtered, and then prepared for roasting. The blood was offered in the temple rather than put on the door frames. The house had to be cleared of all leaven and then unleavened bread prepared. Making leavened bread took time. This was the original reason for not eating leavened bread- the Passover was eaten in haste. Leaven came to be a symbol of sin and hypocrisy. Jesus spoke of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy (12:1). Bitter herbs were another ingredient of the paschal feast. And then there was ‘the fruit of the vine’ or wine. There were four cups drunk in the course of the Passover meal, as we will see.

Preparation also involved furnishing the room. Cushions had to be gathered for Jesus and the disciples to recline on during the meal. While our translation has ‘sat down’ in verse 14, the better translation is ‘reclined’. When they came for the meal they rested on their left arm so they could eat with the right hand. In India we often sat on mats and ate with the right hand only. The popular painting of, ‘The Last Supper’, by Leonardo da Vinci pictures Jesus and the disciples sitting around a table as we do in our culture, but this was not how it was in the upper room in Jerusalem in AD30.

After preparing the room and the meal, Peter and John either went to call Jesus and the rest, or waited for them to arrive. Jesus of course, knew where the place was. They came as darkness fell, announcing a new day, the day of the Passover meal. They would have been remembering this day some fifteen thousand years previously when Moses and their forefathers gathered on this night- their last night in Egypt. That night was interrupted by wailing coming from Egyptian homes as the Lord brought death to every home without blood on the doorpost. The children of Israel got up to leave the land of persecution and death. 

The disciples thought they were just celebrating another Passover, even though Jesus had told them, ‘after two days is the Passover, and the Son of Man must be delivered up to be crucified’ (Mat 26:2). Jesus knew this would be his last Passover. Not only would it be his last, but he would be taken and crucified as the fulfilment of the Passover. Jesus would be the true Passover Lamb. His blood would be shed to deliver God’s people from bondage to sin and death- death that entered the world through sin. His death would be as, ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’ (John1:29). He would be the final Passover lamb, as well as the final sin offering. His blood would be shed for the forgiveness of sin; ‘the propitiation for our sin and also for the whole world’ (1John 2:2).  

Jesus knew the mighty work the Father had sent him to accomplish. He was not taken by surprise in anything that was happening at this time. He knew his hour had come, the hour for the Son of Man to be crucified. Although wicked men were busy plotting his death, it was all according to God’s eternal purposes. It was all according to God’s purposes to save you, and all who would believe in Jesus. 

Jesus was about to die bearing the iniquity of us all (Isa 53:6). Before going to the cross to establish the new covenant in his blood he instituted a new Passover meal- the so called, ‘Last Supper’ or ‘Holy Communion’. At this supper it would be his body and his blood that would be remembered in eating the bread and drinking the cup. Deliverance from sin and death, and the gift of eternal life, would be remembered in the church until he returns in glory.

Passover becomes the Lord’s Supper                                 Luke 22:14-23
The people of east Timor lived under the oppressive rule of another nation for many years. They resisted their cruel oppressors to the point of shedding blood. In 2002 they were delivered. The Indonesian army was forced to leave. With independence they had to draw up a new constitution and enact new laws. They had a new leader. They now celebrate their own national day, not the special days of the previous regime. 

When the children of Israel left Egypt they became a new nation. At Mt Sinai they were given new laws. They no longer followed the laws of Egypt or obeyed the king of Egypt. They were given new festivals to celebrate; Passover was chief among these. They were living under a new constitution or new covenant, given to them through Moses. With the coming of Jesus this has become the old covenant because Jesus instituted a new covenant. While the old covenant was made by the same God, it was not designed to last forever. In fact, the elements of that covenant pointed towards fulfilment in the new covenant. The prophet Jeremiah spoke of a new covenant between God and his people long before the coming of Jesus (Jer 31:31). 

As Jesus joined the apostles in another Passover meal he announced a new covenant; ‘this cup is the new covenant in my blood’ (22:20). This was an historic moment for the world. This was the birth of a new nation, or rather, a new kingdom. This kingdom does not belong to this world in a geographical sense. It transcends the world as the spiritual, everlasting kingdom of God; yet a kingdom just as real as any earthly kingdom. In inaugurating this new kingdom Jesus instituted a new feast, a new memorial by which we remember the man and the manner in which this new kingdom and covenant was set in place. It was by shedding his own blood that this man, this man who is God, established this new covenant. This is the covenant of grace, for it is by grace you are saved, not by works of the law. By grace we enter this new covenant with God, who says, ‘I will be your God and you shall be my people’ and, ‘Nothing shall separate you from the love of God which is in Jesus Christ our Lord’ (Rom 8:39).

1. Kingdom of God

When the hour had come Jesus and the apostles reclined at the table (22:14). One of them had arranged to betray Jesus but was still with the group, thinking he had done so secretly. Jesus of course knew what Judas was up to but did not expose him until they were gathered in the upper room (22:21). Jesus was following the timetable determined by his Father. He went into the city to eat the Passover, despite the danger, because not only had the hour of the Passover come but the hour of his death also. 

Jesus desired with great desire to eat this Passover (22:15). It would be his last, as indicated by the words, ‘before I suffer’- not that his disciples knew what he was talking about. He was of course referring his crucifixion that would come to pass later that day- 15th Nisan by Jewish reckoning. In reflecting on his death Jesus also reflected on the kingdom of God. In saying, ‘I will no longer eat of it (Passover) until it is fulfilled’, Jesus clearly indicated that this would be his last Passover. He did not become emotional or morbid but he looked forward to its fulfilment in the kingdom of God. What does this mean? It means that Jesus would be the Passover Lamb, the Lamb of God to take away the sin of the world. Moreover, it means that Jesus would inaugurate the kingdom of God, as he said at the beginning of his ministry. ‘The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God at hand. Repent and believe the gospel’ (Mark 1:15). I have kept the word 'repent' in this quotation because it indicates how we enter the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is a kingdom for men and women who repent and believe in Jesus. 

While this would be his last Passover, Jesus does seem to indicate eating again in the kingdom of God. He says he, ‘will not drink the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes’ (22:18). Jesus will not return to eat the Passover; he will eat at the consummation, a banquet in heaven. This is the marriage supper of the Lamb (Rev 19:9). Jesus will be at this great supper in the New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God. He is not present in body at the Lord’s Supper, which he instituted for the church, despite the imaginations of some. More on the false teaching of the Church of Rome shortly.   

There is some dispute about the chronology here is Luke’s account. He gives the same essential details as Matthew and Mark without any contradiction. It is just that they have the outing of Judas before the meal while Luke has this after the meal (22:21-23); all indicate it was during the supper. Another difference is that Matthew and Mark begin with Jesus taking the bread (Mat 26:26, Mark 14:22). Luke has Jesus sharing a cup before this- in the verses we have just discussed (22:17). This is no problem because there were four cups in total shared at the Passover. Luke is probably referring to the first.

A problem arises only when we try to omit verses 19b-20 - as in the NEB version. Scholars do this because these verses are absent from one Greek MSS and because they are the same as words found in 1 Corinthians 11:24-25. Geldenhuys says both liberals and conservatives hold this view, and that he does also. He questions whether Luke would, ‘twice have spoken of giving of the wine, as is the case if verse 19b and 20 are in the original’. But, as we just observed, there were four cups at the Passover. As with a lot of other textual criticisms, the proposed amendment creates more problems than reading what is in the original text.  

2. Body

With the first cup Jesus made the point about the consummation of the Passover in the kingdom of God or kingdom of heaven. In verse 19 he comes to the central feature of the Passover. He does not refer to the lamb but to the bread because this would be one of the two elements of the new supper, the Lord’s Supper. There would be no animal or blood sacrifice in the new supper because Jesus would be that once for all sacrifice; ‘Christ was offered once to bear the sins of many’ (Heb 9:28). 

Jesus took the bread and gave thanks, broke it and passed it around as usual. What was unusual is his saying, ‘This is my body which is given for you; do this in remembrance of me’ (22:19). The words, ‘this is my body’ are taken literally by the Church of Rome in their doctrine of transubstantiation. This church built up a doctrine of the ‘sacrifice of the mass’ in which the ‘priest’ is supposed to offer up the body of Christ in the ‘transubstantiated' piece of bread or wafer. Transubstantiation means a change of substance. Yes, they actually teach that the bread becomes the body of Christ. The Reformers found this doctrine false and objectionable. As Jesus took the bread and broke it, and gave it to his disciples to eat, he was not giving them his literal body to eat - how ridiculous and objectionable. Clearly, he was saying that the bread signified or represented his body- just as when he said, ‘I am the door’, ‘I am the true vine’ and ‘I am the bread of life’.

The words, ‘do this in remembrance of me’ (22:19) indicate Jesus’ purpose in breaking the bread and giving it to his disciples to eat. It was not some magic that would automatically save them. The idea that eating something can change our soul or spirit belongs to pagan religions, not the Bible. Remembering something involves the mind- it involves thinking. Jesus gave this bread during the solemn feast of Passover as the way by which his disciples would remember him in the days and years to come. The Reformers insisted that the Lord’s Supper be linked to the preaching of the word because it is important to examine our heart and take the bread in a worthy manner (1Cor 11:27-28). Jesus, as the living word, was present at this first Lord’s Supper.  

3. Blood

While the bread signified the body of the true Passover lamb, the cup or the wine signified the blood of the lamb. Blood was an essential element of the first Passover; blood was sprinkled on the door frames to save those inside from death. While that blood was not linked to sin, other sacrifices were, so Jesus’ blood would be linked to these substitutionary sacrifices, such as the Day of Atonement sacrifice. His shed blood was for the washing away of sin (Rev 1:5), for the cleansing of consciences from dead works (Heb 9:14). 

Jesus took the cup after supper (22:20). This was probably the third cup of the Passover. ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is shed for you’ he said. The idea that the wine is transubstantiated to become literal blood is to be rejected on the same basis as with the bread. The wine represents the blood of Christ. He gave the cup to his disciples to drink, just as we drink it today to remember Jesus’ death. The life is in the blood, so shed blood means death. Jesus would be dead by the end of the day. His death would not be an accident; it would not be the death of a great man of God. It would be the death of the sinless Son of God, who gave himself as our substitute, taking the penalty for our sin. His blood was shed for you (22:20). He is, ‘Christ our Passover sacrificed for us’ (1Cor 5:7).  

We spoke about the new covenant in our introduction. By his death and resurrection Jesus inaugurated a whole new dispensation. Just as the first Passover brought about the birth of a nation and a new calendar, so this last Passover, and first Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion, brought about a new nation and a new calendar. The cross of Jesus divides history- much to the dislike of some today. The cross of Jesus divides the world into those who belong to him and those who still belong to Satan. It is divided in to citizens of heaven and citizens of the world. Which one are you?

4. Betrayer

The mention of Satan reminds us of the betrayer, Judas. Without mentioning names, Jesus said that the hand of his betrayer was on the table with him (22:21). They all started looking at one another and also examining their own hearts (22:23). Mark speaks of the betrayer dipping into the dish with Jesus (Mark 14:20); as does John, who tells us that after this Judas went out (John 13:30). All this points to Judas taking part in the supper. Jesus knew what was going on with Judas. In fact he says that, ‘it has been determined’ (22:22), determined by God. It was all in God’s great plan and purposes, but this does not exonerate Judas from such a dastardly act. Divine determination does not rule our human responsibility. ‘Woe to that man by whom he is betrayed’ declares Jesus (22:22).   

In conclusion; the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion (also called the ‘Eucharist’, meaning 'thanksgiving') was instituted by our Lord Jesus Christ there in the upper room. He specified the elements and the manner in which they were to be taken by all who belong to him. There are warnings about taking them in an unworthy manner, but it is also important to remember that this is a command- ‘do this in remembrance of me’. 

We must not neglect this sacrament as some churches do. Some police this sacrament such that worshippers are discouraged. Judas joined in the first Lord’s Supper. Not everyone joining in the Lord’s Supper today is saved, but by clear preaching of the gospel we seek to ensure that you know what the elements stand for. The Lord’s Supper is for sinners, not just priests, pastors and super- Christians. It is for sinners who confess their sin and believe that Jesus died on the cross bearing your sin- all your sin, past, present and future. Do not neglect this means of grace.

To quote J. C. Ryle: ‘Do we stay away from the Lord’s Supper because we are not fit to be communicants? If we do, then let us thoroughly understand … unfit for the Lord’s Table, we are unfit for heaven, unprepared for the judgment day, and not ready to meet God!’ If we are not fit then we must repent without delay! 
Who is the greatest                                            
 Luke 22:24-30
Christmas is a time of joyous celebration, but it can also be a time of conflict. Family members who rarely see each other are forced to sit around the same table. But where do they sit? Who will be offended if they are not at the head of the table? Who will get upset if they are asked to serve? Christmas dinner can bring out lots of hidden feelings, especially pride. 

Jesus went with his twelve disciples to a large upper room to celebrate the Passover. They took their places around the table. While sharing this memorial meal with them, Jesus announced that it would be his last Passover, and instituted a new memorial meal by which they were to remember him. ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is shed for you’ (22:20). The focus was on Jesus and his impending death- or should have been. Then Jesus took them by surprise saying that one of them would betray him. This got them asking who it was that would do such a terrible thing. ‘They began to question among themselves, which of them it was who would do this thing’ (22:23). It appears that this questioning went further; they started arguing about who was regarded as the greatest. 

1. Dispute

A dispute broke out among the disciples there in the upper room, ‘as to which of them should be considered the greatest’ (22:24). This was not the first time this question came up. While travelling with Jesus in Galilee, a similar dispute broke out. At that time he took a little child to demonstrate who is the greatest in the kingdom of God (9:46, Mat 18:1-5, Mark 9:33f). Humility, not pride, is the mark of the greatest in the kingdom of God. However it is pride, not humility that naturally rules in our hearts. Sinful hearts are proud hearts. Pride tells us that we are the centre of the universe and that everything should revolve around us. Pride is provoked when some else gets something ahead of us- be it a promotion, praise or some reward. Pride hates being taken for granted- it demands recognition. Pride hates suffering at the hands of others. Yet this is exactly what Jesus faced. Jesus was despised and rejected of men (Isa 53:3). He was about to be arrested, mocked and beaten, and killed, but he did not retaliate (1Peter 2:23). 

These twelve men were in the presence of the most humble man ever to walk this earth. They had not yet seen the heights of his humility there on the cross, but they had seen plenty of other evidence of the humility of Jesus. Even at this meal they saw the humility of Jesus when he washed their feet (John 13). Ryle thinks the foot washing took place shortly before this dispute, which would make the dispute even more reprehensible. It is more likely, as Geldenhuys says, that ‘this dispute among the disciples was the immediate cause of the Lord’s action in washing their feet, as described in John 13’. 

Personal pride blinded the disciples to the plight of their Master. They were slow learners and insensitive to others at the best of times, but this was a terrible time to start bickering about who would be the greatest. It was a bit like the family bickering about their inheritance while their father lies on his death bed. Who would do such a thing!! Not that the disciples thought Jesus was about to die. He kept on telling them, but they did not understand. What they did understand, along with the crowd, was that Jesus was the Messiah. But by Messiah they understood one appointed by God to deliver them from the Romans. They thought Jesus was about to establish his rule in Jerusalem, and as his chosen followers they would get positions of power in his government. But which positions? This was the thinking that led to this dispute. Perhaps they saw their positions around the table in the upper room as indicative of their future portfolio. Remember how James and John asked Jesus that they get to sit, one his right and the other on his left, in his kingdom (Mark 10:37).

2. Different in the kingdom of God

The kingdom of God is fundamentally different to a kingdom of men, men of this world. At the beginning of this Passover meal, Jesus spoke of not eating or drinking again until the kingdom of God comes. He spoke about the heavenly kingdom, not an earthly kingdom. Some Christians seem to be just as confused about this difference as the disciples. Some think they will get a position in a future earthly rule of Jesus. While there are official positions and even a hierarchy in the church today, there will be no hierarchy in heaven- and certainly not one with a structure we might imagine! ‘For who is least among you all will be great‘(9:48). 

The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them (22:25). Gentiles here are the heathen. Jesus is describing earthly kingdoms. To be the head of an earthly kingdom you have to lord it over others; you have to put others down if you are to get to the top and stay there. This can be done by various means, all of which involve a measure of ruthlessness. Sometimes power is achieved and maintained by violence. Jesus told Pilate that if his kingdom was of this world his servants would fight (John 18:36). Peter briefly tried this (22:49-50); but the kingdom of God is not of this world. Bickering and fighting have no place in the kingdom of God. 

There is no lording it over others in the kingdom of God. In fact, in this kingdom all will be rulers, as we will see shortly. There will be no ‘benefactors’ as seen among the Gentiles (22:25). In the Greek this word was taken as a title by various kings in Egypt, Syria and Rome as they looked for honour and fame- even if it bore no relationship to how they ruled. Some went further in demanding to be regarded as a god- as with Emperor Domitian.

What does the kingdom of God look like? ’But not so among you’ said Jesus (22:26). The kingdom of God which the disciples and all followers of Jesus belong to is entirely different to any earthly kingdom. In fact, it is the complete opposite in terms of who is considered the greatest. ‘He who is the greatest among you’ said Jesus, ‘let him be as the younger’ (22:26). Let the one who governs be as one who serves. In their culture, older men were the ones who ruled. Younger men were regarded as servants. It is natural for older men to rule but they must not lord it over or exploit younger men- as happens in some societies, some workplaces, and some churches. 
In India it was not uncommon for college lecturers to exploit their students. One such man made his post-graduate student do his shopping, take his kids to school, as well as baby sit. The more servants you have hanging around to carry your bags, bring your tea, drive your car, get your mail, polish your floors and your shoes, the more important you were considered to be in that society. We were regarded as odd when we carried our own bags and made our own tea; not that this led to be any less respected. In fact, by not lording it over the servants or students we were able to get closer to them and understand their needs and desires. 

Jesus is the prime example of a servant master or servant king. ‘Are you a king’ he was asked. Yes, he was the king of the Jews. He spoke of his kingdom. He is the king of his kingdom, the kingdom of God. What sort of king is Jesus? Is he a tyrant, lording it over his subjects? Did Jesus insist on the best room and the choicest food? Did he, as the leader, eat before his disciples? No. Jesus was at the table with them eating the same food- and even serving them. Jesus was not discussing philosophical ideas. He was not just teaching them a new social theory. He put into practice what he said. He said, ‘I am among you as the One who serves’ (22:27). If we turn to the account of him washing the feet of his disciples this is what we see. Jesus, who was rightly called Master and Lord by his disciples, got up from this supper, took a basin of water and a towel and proceeded to wash and wipe their feet (John 13:13, 4-5). 

The disciples were ashamed that Jesus caught them bickering about who would be the greatest. Peter objected to having his feet washed by Jesus. When Jesus had finished he said, ‘I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done to you’ (John 13:15). By this he did not mean for the Pope or anyone else to engage in a foot washing ritual. Actions like this must come from the heart. Men and women who humble themselves before the Lord will also humble themselves before other people. They will consider others better and more important than themselves (Rom 12:10, Phil 2:3). This a vital mark of a follower of Jesus and of belonging to the kingdom of God. How do you measure up- or down!

3. Done well

Jesus rebuked his disciples for striving for positions of power and glory like worldly men. Demonstrating his lesson by washing their feet probably humiliated them further. But Jesus was not out to humiliate them and exalt himself. He knew where he came from and where he was going (John 13:3). He did not need the praise of men. What he wanted was for his disciples to learn and grow, not to be discouraged. So, like the perfect teacher that he was, he ends with a note of encouragement.   

Jesus expresses gratitude to his disciples for staying with him during his many trials (22:28). Following him for three years had not been easy. They had left all to follow him (18:28) – wife, children and family, farms and jobs. They did not do so simply to get some position of power and glory in a new government. At times, and under the influence of Satan, they got side-tracked; but they had been faithful followers of Jesus.

4. Dine and rule

Those who leave all to follow Jesus will in no way lose out- in this world or the world to come. Those who continue with Jesus through the trials and tribulations of this world will in no way lose out. God is no man’s debtor. Jesus has authority to judge. ‘All authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth’ said Jesus (Mat 28:18). Ultimate authority does not belong to the Prime Minister or to the President of the USA. Ultimate authority does not belong to bishops or the Pope. Ultimate authority belongs to Jesus. Bock writes, ‘Their union with Jesus means that they share in the benefits of his rule’. If you belong to Jesus and walk with him you share in his authority. 

‘In the covenant which he, their divine Redeemer, makes with them, he promises them the privilege of sharing with him in the joy and the responsibilities in His kingdom’ writes one commentator. Jesus assigned – literally ‘covenanted’- to his disciples a kingdom or an authority, just as the Father assigned it to him (22:29). Jesus declared that they would share authority with him in the kingdom of God. They did not have to strive for authority; it was granted by Jesus. As children of the King they get to sit with him at the royal table. ‘You are no longer slaves but sons’, adopted sons of God (Gal 4:7).

As Jesus took part in his last Passover, he looked forward to its consummation in the kingdom of God. His disciples could also look forward to joining him at the messianic banquet in heaven, the marriage supper of the Lamb (22:30). There will be no jockeying for positions at this table because there will be no sin. Sin was defeated at the cross. We are no longer under the power of sin, but it is still present in this world. In heaven we will be free from the presence of sin. There will be no more pride, jealousy or striving for popularity and power. There will be no more crying or pain. 

In addition to dining with Jesus, his followers will rule with him. They will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel’ (22:30). The term ‘twelve tribes of Israel’ is to be understood as all members of the kingdom of God. In a parable Jesus spoke of more cities being given by way of reward to those who were faithful in serving the Lord (19:17). The apostle Paul spoke of saints judging the world - and even angels (1Cor 6:3). Such is the royal status assigned to, or covenanted upon, those who follow King Jesus- Jesus the servant King. ‘If we endure we shall also reign with him’ (2Tim 2:12). The kingdom of God is a kingdom of kings- servant kings. 

Simon, Satan and Jesus                                          
Luke 22:31-38
Yesterday I was writing a sermon in which Satan featured; it was about Satan being crushed by God under your feet (Rom 16:20, cf. Gen 3:15). And here I am today writing about Satan again. Satan had asked for Simon Peter, to sift him as wheat (22:31). In a systematic and serious study of Scripture we cannot avoid Satan. Jesus speaks about Satan and Paul speaks about Satan as being real, even if unseen. Despite this, some Christians do not believe in the reality of Satan. Like the secular humanists they only believe in what they can see. 

We must understand that Satan exists, that he is more powerful than human beings, and that he is the enemy of God. He is the adversary, the accuser of the brethren, the deceiver, the liar, the murderer. Yet he can appear as an angel of light. In dealing with this reality, and with the power of Satan, we are careful not to give him undue credit, as some Christians are prone to do. Some become more focused on Satan than on Jesus as they engage in spiritual warfare. 

1. Simon, and Satan the adversary

Jesus was celebrating Passover with his disciples in the upper room. Like other Passovers it was a solemn occasion, but this was even more solemn because Jesus announced it would be his last before he suffered and died. He announced a new covenant in his blood. He informed the Twelve that one of them would betray him. Satan had already entered Judas (22:3). Then they began to argue about who was the greatest. Was Peter involved in this argument? It is hard to imagine he was silent. Peter was never backward in come forward. 

‘Simon, Simon! Indeed, Satan has asked for you, that he may sift you as wheat’ said Jesus (22:31). Although Jesus singles out Simon, the pronoun ‘you’ is plural in the Greek. No one was, or is, exempt from Satan’s attacks. Even Jesus was tempted by Satan. The repetition of Simon’s name indicates the seriousness of what Jesus was about to say to him. This was no joke. Satan’s activities are no laughing matter. When people deny his existence, ignore him, or joke about him, Satan is pleased. An enemy is greatly helped if they are not recognised or not taken seriously until it is too late. Satan has asked for you’ or ‘Satan had demanded to have you’ (22:31 ESV). This reminds us of Satan accusing God of putting a hedge around Job (Job 1:10). He demanded to be allowed to attack Job to test his faith in God, and God gave him permission- with conditions. There is no reason to think that you who have faith in God are any less a target of Satan than Job or Peter. Those who do not believe in Jesus are already under Satan’s control – he does not need God’s permission to do as he likes with them (John 8:44). 

Peter will later picture Satan as ‘a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour’. He will urge us to ‘resist him, steadfast in the faith’ (1Peter 5:8-9). We can, and must, resist the devil by standing firm in faith in Jesus Christ. It is comforting to know that although he is a lion, Satan is on a leash and has to ask God for permission to attack us. It is also comforting to know that we can resist him, not in our own strength but by drawing near to God and taking up the weapons he gives us to defend ourselves (James 4:7-8, Eph 6). Jesus comforts Simon by saying he has prayed for him (22:32). 

What did Satan ask for? He asked that he might, ‘sift you as wheat’ (22:31). What does this idiom mean? It is not easy for city dwellers like us to understand. It is a bit like being ‘put through the wringer’- if that is any help! We no longer see washing machines with wringers on them. One writer says it means, ‘to take someone apart’. Going back to the wheat, it is a picture of threshing and winnowing. The head of wheat is bashed around in the header to separate the grain, then winnowed to remove the chaff. Satan wanted to attack Simon, maybe like he attacked Job, in the hope of bringing him to ruin- spiritual ruin. Satan did not succeed with Job, but he did with Judas. If he could bring Peter down by putting him through the wringer, others might follow.

2. Simon, and Jesus the intercessor 

‘But I have prayed for you, that your faith should not fail’ said Jesus (22:32). With divine knowledge, Jesus knew what was ahead for Peter. Jesus was not blind to the deadly plotting of Satan. Jesus saw Satan, and heard him loud and clear saying, ‘I want Simon. Simon is my man’. But Jesus had other plans for Simon. He prayed to Almighty God for Simon. Jesus is our advocate with the Father, interceding for us day and night. He was alert to the danger facing Simon and prayed for him. He did so in advance, as he would be suffering himself when the attack came. Jesus did not pray that Simon be kept from attack but that he be kept through the attack. 

Jesus prayed that Simon’s faith, though it may be reduced to a flicker, not be extinguished. Jesus spoke of him turning or being restored to strengthen his brother’s (22:32, KJV ’converted’ gives the wrong sense). Not only did Jesus’ prophecy come true, his prayer was answered. Look across at verse 62 and then at John 21. Peter repented and was restored by Jesus. Peter was the first apostle to see the resurrected Jesus. He was the one who took the lead to preach the gospel at Pentecost.

‘It was good that I was afflicted’ says the Psalmist (Ps 119:71). Job emerged from his Satan -inflicted trials more humble before God and stronger in his faith. Simon would emerge from his ‘sifting as wheat’ more humble before God and stronger in his faith. Simon was sifted like wheat and he came out as golden grain, precious and profitable in the hands of the Lord. God sometimes allows us to be sifted by Satan that we might become more humble and stronger in our faith. Bock writes, ‘Though failure is regrettable, sometimes our best lessons come in reflection of failure’. Is this what you have found?

3. Simon, and Simon

While Jesus knew what Satan was up to, and how vulnerable Simon was, Simon himself was oblivious to the danger he was facing. He thought he was a strong man- maybe he was physically strong or thought himself to mentally strong. Simon was ready to take on anyone, even Satan. He rejected the suggestion that he might in any way fail Jesus. ‘Lord’ he said, ‘I am ready to go with you, both to prison and the death’ (22:33). Peter was full of confidence, but confidence in what, or confidence in who? He was full of self-confidence, oblivious to the spiritual battle or cosmic struggle that was going on around him, and in which he as a follower of Jesus was involved. He does not seem to understand that Jesus was facing imprisonment and even death, and that as a disciple he might face the same- or else he was just talking in hypotheticals. 

Self-confidence might seem commendable- certainly it is applauded by the world. But no man, no matter how strong, how politically powerful, or how learned he may be, can match Satan. The fight is in another realm. Paul tells us that the weapons of our warfare are not carnal (2Cor 10:4). The weapons we must have are spiritual and they are supplied by God. Yes, we must take up the word of God and prayer if we are to resist Satan and his agents. 

Jesus burst the balloon of Peter’s self-confidence, revealing to him how Satan would cause him to stumble. Mark tells us how adamant he became in declaring his loyalty to Jesus; ‘Even if all are made to stumble, yet I will not be’ (Mark 14:29). Jesus quietly told Peter that before the rooster crowed that very day, he would deny Jesus three times (22:34). Peter could not imagine doing such a thing. But Jesus, in his omniscience, knew exactly what was about to happen, and he told Peter so that he would remember what Jesus said, especially his words about praying for him and restoring him.

4. Substitution

A brief but important point here in relation to verse 37. Jesus spoke of the rooster crowing, knowing that at this time he would be in the hands of his enemies and about to undergo terrible suffering. What terrible agony he would be in as he hung on the cross, forsaken even by God. ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me’ he would soon be crying out. He would be on the cross like a criminal because, in the words of the prophet Isaiah, ‘He was numbered with the transgressors’ (22:37). The sinless Son of God would be regarded as a transgressor or sinner. The innocent One was about to bear the sin of the world; Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! Morris writes, ‘This is noteworthy as one of the few places in the NT in which that chapter (Isa 53) is explicitly applied to Jesus. Jesus sees his death as one in which he will be one with sinners. This surely points to that death as substitutionary’. 

‘That which is written must be fulfilled’ Jesus told his disciples there in the upper room (22:37). The world of mankind was about to witness it’s most dramatic shake up since the day of Adam and Eve. Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin. But the reign of sin and death was about to end. The work of Satan in Eden was about to be undone. Satan, who demanded to sift Peter as wheat, would himself be sifted and brought down to the pit by our Lord Jesus Christ.

5. Swords

Jesus would soon leave his disciples and return to heaven, leaving them in this world. They would be entrusted with the task of making known in all the world the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the truth that he died in our place. ‘God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ’ (Acts 2:36). Salvation is found in no other name given under heaven among men (Acts 4:12). While this is good news, and we by grace through faith know it to be good news, not all see it this way. It is not good news to Satan nor to his followers- i.e. all unbelievers. Jesus was about to win this cosmic battle once and for all, but Satan, as a mortally wounded beast, would be permitted to make war against the saints (Rev 13:7).  

Jesus reminded his disciples how he sent them out without money bag, backpack or even sandals. They went out two by two to preach the gospel and heal the sick (9:6). Did they lack anything at that time? No. In the name of Jesus they were welcomed. But now it would be different. Jesus would no longer be with them; they would not have Jesus going before them. No longer would Jesus be Satan’s target- it would be the disciples. And he would attack with ferocity, knowing his days are numbered. ‘But now, he who has a money bag, let him take it’ (22:36). Let him buy a sword and take it also. What a strange thing for Jesus to say. The disciples took Jesus literally saying, ‘Look, here are two swords’ (22:38). But Jesus said, ‘It is enough’. They had not understood what he said, and he did not want to discuss the matter further. Later that night they literally took up the sword to defend Jesus, but Jesus rebuked them and healed the wounded man (22:50-51). 

Clearly Jesus was speaking figuratively when he said to go and buy a sword. Yet some insist on a literal understanding of his words. ‘In a notorious papal bull, Unum Sanctum, Pope Boniface VIII (AD1302) built on this text his doctrine that the Pope has the right to exercise secular as well as spiritual autocratic rule over mankind- the two swords he said are the spiritual sword and the secular sword’ (in Geldenhuys). So what did Jesus mean in verse 36? Ryle says, ‘the servant of Christ ought to use all reasonable means in doing his masters work’. He goes on to say, ‘they are not to expect miracles to be worked in order to save them from trouble, they’re not to expect bread to fall into their mouths if they will not work for it’.  Someone likened it to the Jews coming from the wilderness into Canaan.  

The apostle Paul, who preached the gospel in this post-resurrection era, was ready to make tents to support himself if there were no church members present. He appealed to Caesar when Satan’s agents attacked him. The sword belongs to the state, not the church (Rom 13:4). We, like Paul, may have to use all lawful means to defend ourselves and the gospel. But let our eyes be open to the schemes of the devil. Jesus told his disciples to be prepared for Satan and his agents to continue, and even to step up his attack upon the followers of Christ; ‘If the world hated me it will hate you also’. Do not be lulled into thinking that the world is lulled into accepting or even tolerating followers of Jesus. Get out on the road preaching the gospel and see how you are received. Yes, by the grace of God there will be a few who listen and believe but you will receive plenty of ridicule and abuse, plenty of slammed doors while reaching the elect.   

You are engaged in a spiritual battle, a battle just as fierce as if you were in the Middle East fighting terrorists. But it is a spiritual battle and you must put on the armour of God. You must take up the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God, if you are to stand against Satan and his agents and proclaim the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ.    
Prayer in the garden                                       

Luke 22:39-42

On the mountain Moses saw a burning bush and as he went near he heard the voice of God saying, ‘Take your shoes off your feet, for the place where you stand is holy ground’ (Exod 3:5). As we look at Jesus on the Mount of Olives and hear him in prayer, we also stand on holy ground, as it were. God opened his heart to Moses there on the mountain. Jesus also opens his heart here in the garden on Mt Olivet. 

What is it that we see and hear? This is what is known as the passion of our Lord. Geldenhuys writes, ‘Here at the commencement of this passion we see the final drama of his voluntary and complete self-surrender to God.’ It is a solemn insight into the unique heart of Jesus Christ; Jesus who is fully God and fully man. He has two natures; divine and human. This is perhaps the closest we get to seeing his human nature- we read of his sorrow (Mark14:34) and his agony (22:44). This is the climax of the humiliation of our Lord Jesus Christ. This is what Jesus went through for us who believe. We are on holy ground.

1. The place

Jesus was in the upper room sharing the Passover with his disciples- his last Passover meal. He instituted the Lord’s Supper as he announced the new covenant in his blood, ‘which is shed for you’ (22:20). Luke tells us of a dispute among the disciples. John tells us of Jesus washing his disciple’s feet and teaching them many things in the upper room. He also records how Jesus prayed at some length for his disciples, and for us (John 17). All this would have taken some time. It must have been going on eleven or later when Jesus left the room with just eleven disciples- Judas had gone out before this (John 13:30). Jesus and his band of men went out of the city to the Mount of Olives where he was staying (21:37). But before getting to Bethany he stopped to pray in a garden - called Gethsemane by Matthew and Mark. It was very late and Jesus must have been tired- his disciples certainly were- but still he stopped to commune with his Father in heaven. Luke says that this was his custom (22:39). 

What is your custom when it comes to prayer? Do you have a custom? It is wonderful to hear of people who rise early to spend time in prayer. I once visited a Christian community where a bell rang at 5am and people went to the chapel to pray. A recently departed brother in India got up at 5am each day to read the Bible and pray through a loud speaker on top of the church. Jesus prayed early in the morning- he also prayed late at night. The first thing about a custom or habit is to establish one. The second thing is to stick to it. Daniel’s custom was to pray three times every day. He stuck to this custom even when his enemies set a trap to have him thrown into the lion’s den. Daniel did not stop praying because he was tired, because he had visitors, because there was something good on the TV or because he had a party to go to. He did not stop praying even when threatened with death. 

Jesus went to the Mount of Olives as was his custom. He went there knowing the danger of doing so. One of his disciples had agreed to betray him for money. Judas left the Passover meal early. He knew the custom of Jesus, and Jesus knew that he knew. Still Jesus went to this place, this garden that he went to every evening. Jesus had been careful up to this point not to give his betrayer opportunity, but now his hour had come- almost. Weeks had become days, and days were becoming hours as Jesus approached the cross. He went out having instituted the new covenant. He went out having taught and shown his disciples how to live under this new covenant. It remained for him to complete the work he was sent into this world to do, and open the way for his disciples to enter this new covenant.

2. The warning

Jesus had a lot on his mind as he led his disciples to the olive grove late that night. In his time of trouble he would turn to his Father in prayer. But he was not just thinking about himself- he was still teaching his disciples. He wanted them to understand what was going on at this time. An intense cosmic and spiritual struggle was going on. Satan was out to destroy Jesus, the Son of God; yes, Satan knew Jesus was the Son of God. Satan attacked Jesus when he was born; Herod tried to kill the baby. He attacked Jesus when he began his ministry. New converts or children in the faith often face satanic attack- which is why they must be prayed for and nurtured. Those near the end of their life also face attack; it is Satan’s last chance. Times of trouble and suffering make any of us vulnerable to Satan’s fiery darts.  

Satan had already got Judas Iscariot. He had his eye on Peter, to sift him as wheat. But Jesus prayed for Peter and warned him of the attack.  As he came to the garden, he said to his disciples, ‘Pray that you may not enter into temptation’ (22:40). Only Luke has these words coming before Jesus prayed for himself. All three Synoptic gospels have him saying such words after finding his disciples sleeping. This is the last thing Jesus said to his disciples- ‘Watch and pray lest you enter into temptation. The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’ (Mark 14:38). They must have remembered this for years to come. 

Do you remember these words? Do you realise how weak you are in the flesh? Can you stay awake to pray? Can you stay focused on the Lord when you do pray? Maybe you are not concerned about temptation. Those who do not believe in the reality of Satan have no such concerns, of course. But we who know the reality and the power of Satan also often fail to watch and pray. ‘How do we watch and pray’ you ask? Well, it is there in the call to prayer. Satan hates an open Bible and knees bent in prayer. We must understand the weakness of our own flesh. Satan does, and this is where he attacks us. Sleepiness was the disciple’s problem - is it yours? Others are tempted by food and drink, still others by sex and their body image.

In the Lord’s Prayer we pray, ‘Lead us not into temptation’. This is what Jesus taught his disciples to pray. We also pray, ‘But deliver us from the evil one’ (Mat 6:13). How many pray this prayer not understanding what they are saying? Asking God not to lead us into temptation might seem strange, but temptation, in itself, is not sin. God allows Satan to tempt us, just as he did with Jesus- he does not himself tempt us (James 1:13). The thing with Jesus is that he resisted the temptation. He said, ‘NO’ to Satan. Giving way to temptation is sin. As one preacher said, ‘You cannot stop the birds flying over your head, but you can stop them nesting in your hair’. Pray that you may not ‘enter into’, or give into, or succumb to temptation. ‘Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for when he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord promised those who love him’ (James 1:12).

3. The prayer

In the upper room Jesus prayed at length for his disciples. He also prayed for himself, that his Father would glorify him (John 17:5). Here in the garden his prayer is brief. Our most urgent prayers are often short prayers. We might simply pray, ‘Lord have mercy on me’. As Jesus got to the garden, so he got closer to his arrest and his death. He ‘began to be troubled and deeply distressed’ (Mark 14:33). This was his hour of trial. If he avoided the garden he could avoid arrest. What would it be? In his divine power he could have escaped later on, even by coming down from the cross, but in his humanity this was it. Jesus resolutely remained in the garden waiting for his betrayer.  

Here in the garden he cried out to his Father in heaven, ‘Father, if it is your will take this cup from me; yet not my will but yours be done’ (22:42). This prayer is brief but profound. We are on holy ground, as noted earlier. This prayer is a window into the heart of our Lord and Saviour, the man who is God. It is a heart like no other, being both human and divine; ‘two distinct natures and one person for ever’ (Shorter Catechism Q21). Jesus is fully human. Being human he wanted to live. No normal human being wants to die. Geldenhuys writes, ‘In every normal person there exists the urge to continue to live, accompanied by an aversion for suffering and death’. Some people take their own life of course, but this is not normal. Ryle adds, ‘At no period of our Lord’s earthly ministry does the reality of his manhood come out so clearly as in his agony in the garden and his death on the cross’. ‘Father, if it is your will, take this cup away from me’. Matthew and Mark include ‘Abba’, the Aramaic word for father, along with the words, ‘all things are possible for you’ (Mark 14:39). They also have Jesus going off three times to pray alone. He went off ‘about a stone’s throw, and he knelt down and prayed’. In the NT people either stood or knelt to pray. 

Jesus was deeply distressed, and his prayer was in earnest. He knew why he was sent into this world. He knew that the only way you and I could be saved from our sin and given life, eternal life, was for him to  take the penalty for our sin- ‘the wages of sin is death’. God said to Adam, ‘The day that you eat it (the tree) you shall surely die’ (Gen 2:17). God does not lie. God keeps his word. Death came to us all because of sin. Jesus was sent into this world to take our penalty- to pay the price of our sin. Still, at the eleventh hour, as it were, Jesus pleads with his Father, asking if there be another way. This is what we understand by his prayer, ‘All things are possible for you’ or ‘If it is possible’ (Mark 14:36, Mat 26:39). ‘Can it not be your will to take this cup from me’ Jesus in effect asks. 

Even as he prayed, Jesus submitted himself to the will of God the Father. Even as he prayed, he knew there was no other way. Even as he prayed, he knew that the will of God is perfect, even if it involves great pain. Jesus was not just concerned about the physical pain he was about to endure on the cross. He was in mental anguish because of the sin of all the elect of God that was about to be dumped upon him. This sin would sever his relationship with God. Sin separates us from God- it would separate Jesus also and lead to him to being forsaken by God.

We have lived in separation from God because of our sin, but not Jesus. The only begotten and dearly beloved Son of the Father would be cut off. Geldenhuys writes, ‘How dreadful, then, must the idea have been to Christ, who from eternity had lived in the most intimate and unbroken communion with his Father. That he would have to endure all this!’ This was the cause of Jesus’ deep distress- he had no sin of his own. It was our sin that brought him to this place, this time and this agony.

Without losing focus on the unique circumstances in which Jesus prayed this brief but profound prayer, let us learn from Jesus how we ought to pray. He gave us a model prayer but also showed us how to pray. Firstly, that in times of trouble and distress we do actually cry out to the Lord in prayer- ‘Our Father in heaven’ is the person we pray to, in the name of Jesus our mediator. Secondly, we pray with the knowledge that our Father is good, that he loves us and that his will is perfect. We bring the desires of our heart to the Lord, yet we remember that his ways are best. We pray for food, for success, for healing, yet remember that God in his great and eternal purposes may will for us to suffer for a time for our eternal good. Do not demand that God fit in with your will; pray, ‘not my will but yours be done’.

In closing, a comment on the word ‘cup’ (22:42). While Matthew and Mark write of the deep distress of Jesus, Luke leaves it all to the word ‘cup’ to express this sense of suffering, suffering the wrath of God- ‘Take this cup away from me’ (22:42). This expression, found in a number of places in the OT, expresses the idea of something divinely ordained, and in particular suffering the wrath of God; ‘You have drunk at the hand of the Lord. The cup of his fury’ (Isa 51:17). In the NT look at Revelation 14:10. There is a finality about this cup and Jesus submits to drinking this cup (symbolically) even while asking for it to be taken from him. He would drink it to the full on the cross as he cried out, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me’ (Mark 15:34). Yet, as Morris writes, ‘At Gethsemane Jesus did not drink the cup; he consented to drink it. The real battle was fought here’.         
Angel in the garden                                           


Luke 22:43-46

As I was studying these verses from the gospel according to Luke, I came across a paper entitled, ‘Exegesis of Luke 22:39-49’ in my files. It was by none other than Dr Dennis K Muldoon! I wrote it as part of my trials for licensing in this church. It was good to re-visit this passage and now to preach on it today. There is such a depth of wisdom, knowledge and emotion in these verses that we will never fully uncover the wonder that is Gethsemane. Geldenhuys wrote, ‘We shall never be able to understand the full depth of the struggle and distress which Jesus as our Substitute experienced in Gethsemane, while remaining perfect in loyalty towards His Father.’ These verses come in the context of Jesus crying out to his Father in heaven, ‘Father, if it is your will, take this cup from me, yet not my will but yours be done’ (22:42). We have seen what is meant by ‘this cup’; it refers to a man coming under the wrath of God. Jesus asked his Father if there be another way; the answer, as he already knew, was ‘No’. 

Sin brought the death penalty to Adam and all human beings. That penalty had to be paid. God in his forbearance passed over former sins, but in his righteousness dealt with them at the cross of Jesus Christ, ‘that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus’ (Rom 3:25, 26). The penalty for sin was paid by Jesus Christ the Son of God - for those who believe. He is the only man ever to be born, and to live, without sin. So, in amazing love, God planned for his only begotten Son to suffer and die in our place. ‘Jesus Christ the righteous… he himself is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but for the whole world’ (1John 2:1-2).

Some preachers refer to the ‘great exchange’: Jesus took our sin and gave us his righteousness. This is true, but we must never reduce this to a mathematical transaction. At the centre of this exchange is the passion of Jesus Christ. Jesus is fully God; he is also fully human, just like us. We are looking into the passion of our Lord Jesus Christ. We are given an insight into his soul as he prays in the garden, moments before his arrest and execution. Jesus confided in his disciples. ‘My soul is exceedingly sorrowful, even to death’ (Mark 14:34). They may well have heard him pray- just as we have. Yet they slept- just as many are sleeping today. They failed to watch and pray- just as many today. Pray, dear friends, pray that you will not succumb to temptation. Meditate on the depths of the suffering of Jesus Christ and press on with a new appreciation, a new awe and wonder at the cost of your free salvation.

I mentioned the paper I wrote on this passage. One reason for that study was the textual difficulty with verses 43 and 44. These are not in the other gospels; nor are they found in many ancient manuscripts of Luke’s gospel. Words or phrases found only in later manuscripts are regarded as suspect- did someone add them. Omissions can be attributed to scribal errors. Here we have two full verses either omitted or added. It is very difficult to understand how they found their way into any ancient manuscript if not authentic. So why might they have been omitted in some, as seems the case? The probable reason is theological. It is possible that these verses were thought to portray Jesus as too human and do not give priority to his divine omnipotence. How come an angel came to strengthen the Son of God? It is suggested that Arians may have appealed to this text. Those who want to highlight the humanity of Jesus, and downplay his divinity, might appeal to this verse- but will soon come unstuck as they see here sinless, perfect humanity. Most translations of the Bible include these two verses- only the RSV in some editions puts these verses in the margin.

1. Angel

As Jesus entered the garden with his disciples late that Passover night, ‘He began to be troubled and deeply distressed’ (Mark 14:33). He spoke to his disciples and then went off a short distance to pray alone. He cried out, ‘Abba, Father’, asking if there was another way, and if the cup of suffering and death could be taken from him. Jesus was not at this time suffering physically. He was in mental anguish. It was his soul that was in great sorrow. Such mental agony can affect a man physically- as we will see. But the struggle was in his soul. 

Jesus told his disciples to watch and pray lest they enter into temptation. This is what Jesus was doing at this time- praying. Satan is not mentioned in this passage, although Jesus has referred to Satan wanting to have Peter, and knew he had Judas. Jesus knew what it was to be tempted by Satan. He answered Satan with the words of Scripture when tempted in the desert. Satan left him, ‘until an opportune time’ (Luke 4:13). Here in the garden was one of those opportune times- indeed the last regarding his human nature. One commentator writes, ‘It was especially when the Lord, on the eve of his crucifixion wrestled in Gethsemane, that Satan attacked him in person and with all the power and savagery of hell in a desperate attempt to overcome him before he finally triumphed in his death on the cross over all the powers of darkness and confirmed his victory through the resurrection and ascension’. 

It was a struggle of cosmic proportions. It was a battle beyond this earthly realm that took place in the garden that night. It was a dark night and everyone was tired; an opportune time for Satan. While Jesus engaged in this spiritual battle, his human companions slept. They were not able to help him in this time of trial. Help from a higher realm was needed. The fallen angel was attacking, so God sent an angel from heaven to strengthen Jesus (22:43). The angel is not named, but like all angels was a ministering spirit sent forth to minister (Heb 1:14). When Satan left Jesus after the desert temptations, ‘angels came and ministered to him’ (Mat 4:11). If people are concerned about Jesus being supported or strengthened by an angel in the garden, remember there is this other instance in the desert. 

Jesus was not abandoned by his Father in this time of humiliation. God in heaven as watching over his beloved Son here in the garden. The disciples were not watching, but God was. The Father heard his prayer and sent help from heaven. We know that God is watching over us who are his adopted children. He is watching day and night, ready to send help when we cry to him (Ps 121, 139). Most of the time he sends help through saints in the church, but may send an angel from heaven if he chooses. 

I recently read the account of the last survivor of the September 11 terrorist attack in New York City. She wrote of a person she believes was an angel who held her hand during the terrifying ordeal of being trapped in the rubble unable to move. I have no reason not to believe what she says. An angel appeared to Zacharias and to Mary. An angel appeared to Jesus to strengthen him. Unbelievers will mock and scoff at the reality of angels, and of Satan. I suppose if you, like Nero and Gough Whitlam think you are god, you see no need of angels- or Jesus or God for that matter. They may not have believed the gospel before they died but now believe every word of it!

2. Agony

To quote from my paper on verse 44; ‘This verse is often included with the exegesis of the previous verse because both are absent in early manuscripts. However, the subject is in some ways quite different. Whilst both may focus upon Jesus in the flesh, verse 43 looks towards heavenly resources giving Jesus victory, and verse 44 looks towards his anguish and weakness in the flesh. Logically verse 44 could precede verse 43. Why is Jesus in agony and still praying after the angel strengthens him?

This verse says, ‘being in agony’. His agony goes on, yes, even after the angel appears. Jesus did not stop praying but ‘prayed more earnestly’ (22:44). The angel did not deliver Jesus from his agony or from this time of trial. He strengthened him to endure. He came to help him through this desperate struggle against the flesh and the devil. This inner struggle and mental anguish would show in the body of Jesus our Lord before he came through- before Satan finally gave up and left him. Only then did Jesus rise from his knees and return to his disciples with inner peace.

In his agony and earnest prayer, sweat like great drops of blood fell to the ground- presumably from his face (22:44). Again, only Luke records this- Luke the medical doctor. Not that he was referring to a rare type of trauma called haematidrosis, as some preachers will tell you. What we read is, ‘His sweat became like great drops of blood’ (22:44). This is a metaphor describing the profuse manner in which the sweat was falling. The anguish and sorrow in his soul became so intense that sweat poured from him even on this cold night in the garden. 

Can you picture this? Can you grasp something of what Jesus was going through? It is not easy is it? Yet whatever you can grasp, do so believing he endured this terrible agony for you. Will you do this? Whatever you do, do not listen to those who tell you that Jesus’ death was just a great example of self-sacrifice. Numerous men have died in defence of a particular cause. Many soldiers have given their life defending our country from attack. I do not know what people say Jesus was defending by sacrificing himself. But I do know that no man ever went through what we read here in the Bible. 

And I do know the cause of Jesus’ agony in the garden and subsequent sacrifice on the cross. Here in the garden he felt the weight of our sin. ‘He who knew no sin was made sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God’ (2Cor 5:21). And not just the overwhelming weight of our sin, but also the separation from God that this brought about. We struggle to comprehend all this, but we believe it because it is the core of the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.

3. Arise and pray

All this time Jesus was on his knees in prayer. Matthew and Mark say he went and came three times. Luke must be focused on the last time he went. Jesus got up from prayer and returned to his disciples- eleven of them. What did he find? He found them ‘sleeping from sorrow’ (22:45); only Luke says, ‘from sorrow’. This tends to soften Jesus’ rebuke, although in the next verse his rebuke is much the same as in the other gospels: ‘Why do you sleep? Rise and pray’ (22:46). What does it mean, ‘sleeping from sorrow’? Were they not simply tired because it was late? It was late in the night and it had been a long night.  But it was also a disturbing night for the disciples. Jesus was saying and doing things they did not understand; talking about a new covenant in his blood ‘shed for you’, about the kingdom of God, about Satan wanting Peter, not to mention him washing their feet. They saw Judas leave under strange circumstances. They were tired and exhausted, mentally as well as physically. Their confusion and sorrow, their worry if you like, should have kept them awake and lead to them praying- but alas, they slept. ‘Pray lest you enter into temptation’ said Jesus when they entered the garden. He says it again as he stirs them to leave- or to get ready to meet his betrayer.

How are you at sleeping? Some struggle to get to sleep and others struggle to wake up. We need our sleep but should not let sleep rule our lives. Let us not be sleeping when we should be praying and worshipping God. We can of course be physically awake but still sleeping; we can be ignorant of the spiritual battle in which we are engaged as followers of Christ. We can take our eye off the ball as it were, the ball being Jesus Christ our Lord. ‘Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness’ said Jesus (Mat 6:33). Watch and pray lest you enter into temptation. We stand to pray lest we do fall asleep.   

Arrest in the garden                                       

 Luke 22:47-53

The other day, as I was driving to church, a police car with flashing lights was parked at the end of the road. At the next intersection I saw two policemen on watch. I later heard that some men had robbed a bank nearby, stolen a car, then dumped the car and were fleeing on foot. The police were out in force - even a helicopter was hovering overhead.

The Jewish leaders in Jerusalem were desperate to get their hands on Jesus. They wanted to arrest him and kill him. They, in effect, had a warrant out for his arrest. But Jesus walked the streets of the city and no one touched him. He was in the temple each day teaching a huge crowd of people but they made no move to arrest him. What a strange situation. It was not the ‘criminal’ but the authorities who were looking for the cover of darkness before acting.

On the Sunday of Passion week Jesus was given a resounding welcome into the city. He came back in Monday and Tuesday to teach about the kingdom of God in the temple. The chief priests and scribes wanted to arrest him but they feared the people (20:18). On Thursday evening he shared the Passover with his disciples in the city. By this time Jesus was aware that one of his own disciples had secretly agreed to betray him. As he left the upper room with his disciples- minus one- Jesus knew of the plan being hatched to arrest him. But still he went to Gethsemane, as was his custom, and prayed.

Jesus was deeply troubled and distressed because of what he was about to suffer. Satan was attacking him fiercely. Jesus had asked if the suffering could be avoided, but resolved to obey God’s will. God sent help from heaven to strengthen his beloved Son as the spiritual battle intensified. Jesus emerged from this time of trial resolute and at peace in obeying God’s will, despite the suffering. In the passage before us today we note three scenes: firstly, Jesus confronted by Judas; secondly, Jesus being defended by his disciples; and thirdly, Jesus rebuking his captors for their evil action. We will see that ‘even at his arrest Jesus controls the flow of events’ (Bock).
1. Kiss of Judas

In our study of the Westminster Larger Catechism we recently had the question, ‘Are all transgressions of the law of God equally heinous in themselves and in the sight of God?’ We discussed what the word ‘heinous’ meant. As we look at the sin of Judas Iscariot, this word ‘heinous’ comes to mind. Judas agreed to betray his master for money. He then appears in the garden, walks up to Jesus and betrays him with a kiss. What hypocrisy. What treachery! We are not told where Judas came from, or even how he became one of the Twelve; his name appears last in the list of men Jesus appointed to be with him (Mark 3:14f). He followed Jesus during his three years of ministry, seeing him do mighty works and preach the kingdom of God. Jesus never did him any wrong, yet he would do this heinous thing towards Jesus.  

Judas was a petty thief, helping himself to the common money bag. This ‘little sin’ grew into the big sin of taking money in return for handing Jesus over to his enemies. This terrible sin became even worse as he agreed with these wicked men to betray Jesus with a kiss. He would pretend love and affection while actually sentencing his master to death. Like everyone, he knew Jesus was innocent, but went ahead with the dastardly deed for thirty pieces of silver. Here is a conscience seared to the core (1Tim 4:2). 
This reference in 1Timothy reminds us that there are still men like Judas. The words of the apostle Paul are prophetic. This verse refers to latter times in which, ‘some will depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiving spirits and doctrines of demons, speaking lies in hypocrisy, having their conscience seared as with a hot iron, forbidding to marry, and commanding to abstain from certain foods’ (1Tim 4:1-3). Who in the church forbids marriage- or which church forbids marriage? Which church speaks lies in hypocrisy, as is being revealed in Government Royal Commissions? Which church, back in the fifteenth century, set up the Spanish Inquisition to torture and murder innocent people under the cloak of religion? 

‘Sometimes the strongest enemies of Jesus are those who grow up in his shadow’ wrote one commentator. How terrible it is when those who hear the gospel and walk in the ways of the Lord become arch enemies of the gospel. Some betray Jesus from within the church, others from the outside. Satan targets men and women in the church, just as he targeted Judas and Peter. How many outspoken atheists grew up in the church? Judas succumbed to temptation- the basic temptation of money. Still today, the love of money is leading men and women to betray Christ. Pride is also bringing people down. It threatened to bring Peter down but Jesus prayed for him. 
Peter would later write of those who turn back after tasting the goodness of God in Jesus Christ; ‘It would have been better for them not to have known the way of righteousness, than having known it to turn from the holy commandment delivered to them’ (2Peter 2:21). Peter goes on to quote a proverb, ‘A dog returns to its vomit’, and to describe a pig that, having been washed, returns to wallow in the mud. Judas stands- or rather falls- here in this page of the Bible as a warning to all who follow Christ. ‘Let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall’ (1Cor 10:10). It is by grace that any of us stands. We will be tempted, but remember God is in control. Call upon him and he will make the way of escape. 

Judas had arranged with the priests to kiss Jesus as a signal to arrest this man (Mark 14:44). It was a cold, dark night so only a man well known to Jesus would recognise him. Jesus had no halo or strange glow about him, as some seem to think. Even his robe did not mark him out. Luke does not actually say that Judas kissed Jesus, but that he drew near to kiss him. Jesus spoke to Judas pointing out to him what he was actually doing. ‘Judas, are you betraying the Son of Man with a kiss?’ (22:48). With these solemn words, Jesus ‘for the last time tries to bring him to his senses and a realisation of his terrible conduct. So that he may still come to true repentance in time’ (Geldenhuys). But there was no repentance to be found in the hard heart of Judas. ‘Beware brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of unbelief in departing from the living God’ (Heb 3:12).

2. Cut of the disciple

Jesus had just roused his disciples from sleep. He was still speaking when a crowd suddenly entered the garden. They became fully alert when they saw this band of armed men. The captains of the temple were the temple guards; they carried swords and clubs (22:52). Chief priests and elders were leading this crowd, and Judas was front and centre. As Judas came up to Jesus the disciples saw what was going to happen. ‘Lord, shall we strike with the sword?’ they asked (22:49). They were carrying two swords. Without waiting for an answer, ‘one of them struck the servant of the high priest and cut off his right ear’ (22:50). Writing of this incident many years later, the apostle John identifies the servant as Malthus, and the one who struck him as Peter (John 18:10). If the Jewish leaders found out it was Peter they would have arrested him- so Luke does not name him. 

Jesus stepped in to calm the situation. He told Peter to put the sword away (John 18:11). Jesus answered and said, ‘Permit even this’ (22:51). These words were directed at the disciples, although some think he was speaking to the soldiers in relation to healing the injured man. Although these words can be understood in different ways they really mean, ‘No more of this’, as in a number of translations. Jesus was rebuking his disciples for resorting to violence. They thought they would meet violence with violence but Jesus did not approve. 

Lots of Christians have followed the example of the disciples rather than the words of Jesus. Are you someone who readily turns to violence, or are you a peacemaker? The church has at times resorted to taking up the sword against her enemies- and that not just one branch of the church. Jesus says, ‘No more of this’. The kingdom of God is not of this world. ‘If my kingdom were of this world my servants would fight’ (John 18:36). Jesus would later say this to the Roman governor. If his disciples had continued wielding their two swords, Jesus would not have been in a position to say this to Pilate. Indeed, he would have been open to the charge of violently resisting arrest. His arrest was unjust, but they were the legitimate authorities. 

Not only did Jesus stop the swordplay, he touched the man’s ear and healed him (22:51). While this was an act of grace towards his enemy it was important, as we have just said, for Jesus to refrain from violence. His kingdom is not of this world. Ryle points out several unique things about this healing miracle. Firstly, that it was worked on an enemy, with no request and no faith expressed. Secondly, it is the only healing of a flesh wound caused by external violence. Thirdly, that this wonderful healing had no apparent effect upon the heart of this man or those with him. They continued on in their wicked way.

‘Lord, shall we strike with the sword?’ ‘Yes’, said Peter, as he bravely struck the servant. Then what happened? Where was Peter when Jesus was standing before the high priest? What did he say when another servant, a girl, said he was with Jesus? The kingdom of God is different to the kingdom of men. We are tempted to act bravely and to applaud those who actually do; those who are up there crusading for the church in the public or political arena. ‘Crusaders will always be more numerous that martyrs’ writes Ryle. You may be called to suffer for Christ. If so, suffer silently. If you speak then speak the words of God (2Peter 4:11). The only sword you are to take up is the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God (Eph 6:17). Watch the tongue because harsh words can cut deeply. 

3. Control by Jesus

As we look at Jesus we see him in full control of this situation. This is the Jesus who was deeply distressed and in anguish of soul just moments before. How wonderfully God, through his angel, strengthened Jesus. He stood ready for his betrayer, his arch enemies and the soldiers behind them. John writes of Jesus, ‘knowing all things that would come upon him’, going forward to meet them; they drew back and fell to the ground (John 18:4-6). Luke also pictures Jesus in full control. His words to Judas were quiet and solemn. He calmed his disciples and healed the servant’s ear. He then addressed the chief priests and elders, asking why they had come in the middle of the night with so many soldiers. They were ready for a huge confrontation. They were not going to let Jesus escape. But Jesus calmly allowed them to arrest him. It must have been embarrassing to have this huge contingent leading this one man away. 

Jesus was no robber; he had been walking the streets and teaching in the temple that very week. They had no answer as to why they had to come in the dark. But Jesus had an answer. ‘This is your hour, and the power of darkness’ (22:53). This phrase, ‘power of darkness’, is found in Colossians 1:13 where it is contrasted with the kingdom of God the Son. This was a spiritual battle, as we saw with Jesus in prayer. Jesus was wrestling against the powers and rulers of this dark age’ (Eph 6:12). The struggle in his soul was over -now he faced the physical battle. Satan’s agents were out in force to do his dirty work, his work of darkness. The dark Power was having its way. But Jesus was ready; walking in his Father’s will he was always in control. 

‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my strength is made perfect in weakness’ (2Cor 12:9). When you submit to God and walk in his ways you will also walk in the strength of the Lord. You will not walk in the fear of man when you walk in the fear of God. You will be able to say with the apostle Paul, who as he was going through very hard times could say, ‘When I am weak, then I am strong’.  

Peter’s denials                                          


Luke 22:54-62

I was reading a great little book called, ‘The Lord our Shepherd’ by Douglas McMillian. He spent thirteen years of his life looking after sheep in the highlands of Scotland before going to college and becoming a minister in the church. One of the many stories he relates was about going to the hills to bring the sheep down for the winter. A blizzard suddenly struck and he found himself struggling to make headway against the wind and the snow. His brother, who was much bigger, was behind him. As he was about to collapse from exhaustion his brother stepped to the front. As Douglas followed his brother he found the going much easier- except when he fell back. If he fell behind the wind and snow again impacted him. The secret was to follow his brother as closely as he could.

1. Distance

The hour was late, probably near midnight, when Jesus was arrested. He was bound and led from the garden to the house of the high priest in Jerusalem. ‘But Peter followed at a distance’ (22:54). This well-known passage reporting Peter’s denials of Jesus begins with Peter following at a distance, and ends with him going out and weeping bitterly. One leads to the other.

When Jesus was arrested, all the disciples forsook him and fled (Mark 14:50). But Peter followed at a distance. John says another disciple followed Jesus; this was John himself. He knew the high priest and went into the courtyard with Jesus. He spoke to the girl on the gate and brought Peter in (John 18:15, 16). It was a cold night so Peter went to sit by the warm fire. He was cold and wanted to warm himself. ‘What is wrong with that’ you might say. There is no harm in wanting to keep warm, but remember what Jesus said- ‘the spirit is willing but the flesh is weak’. In the weakness of the flesh Peter placed himself in the midst of the enemy. ‘Peter sat among them’ (22:55). Peter followed at a distance- now he sat alongside the soldiers and servants of the high priest. He was not watching. He was not praying. He ended up in a vulnerable situation- and sure enough he was tempted and fell. 

Let us trace the steps leading up to Peter’s denials that we might learnt from his mistakes. It is actually amazing that Peter's fall is recorded here at all. This is the man who later stood up at Pentecost to preach the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus, who is Lord and Christ. Why record his terrible sins? Books of other religions do not reveal the terrible failures of their leaders- they cover them up. In the Bible we get the truth as God, not man, chooses to reveal it. This is the inspired word of God that we are reading. God reveals the failure of Peter to show the amazing grace of Jesus Christ, and also for our instruction, as we have said. 

The beginning of Peter’s fall goes back to his bold claim that he would never deny Jesus. Peter was a proud man. He is often seen as an impulsive, somewhat crude fisherman. He was the spokesman for the Twelve. But this incident shows that basically he was proud, just like the rest of them, and all of us. We all proud until we learn humility from Jesus Christ. Proud self-confidence led to his fall. Next we see his neglect of prayer. In the garden Jesus told them to watch and pray. Did Peter watch and pray? No. He slept. Self-confident people think they can get by without prayer. Prayer is a sign of weakness- right? Wrong!! The third step in his downfall was his following at a distance. At first he struck with the sword, but then pulled back- way back. Ryle speaks of his ‘vacillating indecision’. Peter was not sure what to do. He was getting out of his depth. He was not aware of the spiritual battle going on around him. If he had listened to Jesus, and got down on his knees in prayer, he would have better understood the nature of the battle and its enormity. The fourth step in Peter’s fall was his associating with the enemy. It was here that Satan attacked him. He was far off from Jesus; he was close to the enemy. He was just where Satan wanted him, and so the attack starts. 

Can you remember being attacked by Satan? Can you recall a time when you were tempted and succumbed to the temptation? Was it when you stopped reading your Bible and going to public worship? Maybe you were sick, out of town, busy at work, rebellious or just plain lazy. You will be vulnerable to temptation when you are following at a distance – so, dear friend, be attentive to the means of grace. 

Were you tempted when in the wrong crowd? This can happen so easily, as with Peter. It’s Friday afternoon and there is a party at the pub. Your workmates urge you to go with them. You agree to go for a short time. You are determined not to drink, but the drinks are free. A couple of drinks can do no harm. And so you find yourself in the same situation as Peter.  

2. Denials

Peter was sitting by the fire with soldiers and servants from the high priest's house. A servant girl looked at him in the flickering light of the fire. She was the girl on the gate. She recognised Peter, and pointing to him said, ‘This man was also with him’- with Jesus of Nazareth (22:56). How did Peter respond? Did he say, ‘Yes, I am one of his disciples’? If he did not say this, the truth, he could at least have kept silent or moved away. But this was not Peter’s way. He was always in charge of the situation, and so he blurted out a blatant lie; ‘Woman, I do not know him’ (22:57). A woman’s evidence was not taken seriously anyway, but Peter had to assert his authority, and his innocence- even when he was not being charged with anything. He was proud but also in fear of man. You probably know someone who, in the course of an argument, ends up saying that white is black- they have to save face and win the argument.  

Peter might have thought he was finished with this woman and her cohorts. Mark says he did move out to the porch at this time (Mark 14:68). But after a little while another saw him and said, ‘You also are of them’ (22:58). This time it was a man. Having once denied knowing Jesus, he did it again. ‘Man, I am not!’ he said. An hour later Peter was still there in the courtyard. He could probably see Jesus in the distance, bound and being interrogated; at least he knew Jesus was somewhere in the house. But he stayed in the courtyard, keeping warm by the fire. 

Then a third person recognised Peter- and did so with confidence. From John’s gospel we learn that he was a relative of Malthus who saw Peter in the garden. Not only his face but his speech gave him away, according to this man. He identified Peter as a Galilean (22:59). Galileans were few and far between in Jerusalem, especially in the house of the high priest. Most of the disciples were from Galilee. For a third time Peter denied knowing Jesus. He did so vehemently on this occasion, even cursing and swearing (Mark 14:71). It was early morning by this time, and while Peter was still speaking (or cursing) the rooster crowed (22:60).

Peter was not doing very well at hiding himself in this place. If he had not been there warming himself he would not have needed to hide. So many people these days are getting caught on CCTV and on internet sites they thought were private and confidential. We are continually being warned about such things, and there are calls for stricter privacy laws. But the obvious wisdom is to stay away from such places, and not say or do things that you will be ashamed of in the first place. As the rooster crowed Peter was overwhelmed with shame; ‘What have I done?’

3. The Lord turned and looked

Did Jesus hear what was going on in the courtyard with Peter? He may well have heard his final denial if it was accompanied with cursing and swearing. Men who curse and swear do not do so quietly. What Jesus and Peter and everyone heard was the piercing crow of the rooster at this early hour of the morning. ‘And the Lord turned and looked at Peter’ (22:61). 

In this passage Jesus does not speak. A lot of accusations were being hurled at him as he stood in the court, until finally the high priest asked him if he was the Christ; Jesus answered, ‘I am’ (Mark 14:62). Luke does not include details of this informal, and illegal, trial. What he tells us is that when the rooster crowd Jesus turned and looked at Peter. What a powerful, piercing look it was. Was Jesus in the hall or was he being led out past Peter at this time? We are not told. But the piecing look of Jesus cut to the heart of Peter. It was the look of, ‘What have you done? What did I tell you in the garden?’, but also a look of understanding and mercy. The look itself showed that Jesus still cared. ‘It was a sermon which Peter never forgot. The love of Christ towards his people is a deep well which has no bottom’ says Ryle. 

‘Then Peter remembered the word of the Lord’ (22:61). Peter remembered what Jesus said to him when he so boldly said he would go to prison and death with Jesus. Peter suddenly realised how stupid he had been not to listen and pay heed to Jesus at that time. He suddenly realised that what Jesus said about Satan sifting him as wheat had come true. He also remembered that Jesus said, ‘But I have prayed for you’ (22:32). 

4. Wept bitterly

‘Peter followed at a distance’; ‘The Lord turned and looked at Peter’; ‘Peter went out and wept bitterly’. These are the key sentences in this account. They speak to us a warning, a message of grace and a call to repent. Jesus tells us to watch and pray lest we enter into temptation. But do you? You will be tempted- of this you can be sure. Will you succumb to the temptation? Peter did. Is there anyone, apart from Jesus, who has not succumbed? When you succumb and sin against God, be ashamed but do not despair. Be like Peter and fall on your knees in prayer. Weep bitter tears of sorrow and repentance. Do not give up. Do not harden your heart like Judas.  

Both Judas and Peter seriously failed their master- one betrayed him and one denied him. The difference is that Judas was filled with remorse and committed suicide. Peter was filled with tears of sorrow and repentance. He was restored by Jesus to become the great preacher and leader in the church- to the glory of God.   

If for any reason you are backsliding, stop and consider your ways. If you are being tempted, turn away from what you are doing- or not doing, like reading your Bible and praying- and draw near to God. ‘Resist the devil and he will flee from you. Draw near to God and he will draw near to you’ (James 4:7-8). Reflect on Peter’s failure, and the steps that led to him denying Christ three times. Above all, remember the throne of grace. Come to the Lord and you will find mercy and grace in abundance to help in your time of need (Heb 4:16).           
Jewish trial of Jesus                                      


Luke 22:63-71

In most schoolyards you will find a bully. What is it that makes a bully? Why do some people find pleasure in making another person suffer? Principals and teachers would like to know. They keep asking psychologists but no one seems to have the answer. What is it that makes young Muslims go to Syria and march around murdering innocent people- men, women and children? Religion is involved, but for many it is the love of violence. They look for a group of likeminded people and a place where they can engage this passion for violence. New words are being coined for this passion, like ‘radicalisation’, but the old term derived from the Bible fits best: total depravity. Shortly after sin entered the world Cain killed his brother Abel. The reason was anger at God. He was jealous because God blessed his brother. 

Jesus was arrested in Gethsemane and taken to the house of the high priest. John says it was the house of Annas, the father-in-law of Caiaphas who was high priest that year (John 18:13). Annas was the former high priest and according to many was still the legitimate high priest. The Romans replaced him with Caiaphas. Clearly, Annas was very involved in the Jewish council even if no longer in charge. Here in the house of the high priest in the pre-dawn hours, Jesus was interrogated by the Jews. He may have been subjected to a second informal and illegal trial at the house of Caiaphas, although Caiaphas was the official high priest so the reference in John 18:24 may be to the official Jewish trial. Luke does not record the details of this pre-dawn trial but the other gospel writers do. It was going on while Peter was in the courtyard denying Jesus. 

At this night trial, the chief priests called for evidence against their prisoner. Some accused Jesus of saying he would destroy the temple but there was no agreement. Jesus said nothing. The high priest asked him plainly, ‘Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed’- meaning the Son of God (Mark 14:61). Jesus was under oath (Mat 27:63) and had to answer; so he confessed, ‘I am’. Hearing this, the high priest tore his clothes and screamed, ‘This is blasphemy’. Luke has this latter part of the trial occurring in the official daylight trial before the full Sanhedrin (22:70). This official trial more or less rubber- stamped the decision of the night trial. Everything was being done in haste. They wanted Jesus dead and out of the way as quickly as possible because they were in the middle of a most important religious festival! 

1. Insult and injury 

‘Now the men who held Jesus mocked him and beat him’ (22:63). Luke tells of Peter’s denials and then picks up events at the end of this night trial before the Jews. After many false witnesses spoke, the high priest eventually asked Jesus to incriminate himself; ‘Are you the Christ, the Son of God?’ In saying, ‘I am’ he was accused of blasphemy. Claiming to be Messiah or Christ was bad enough- but claiming to be the Son of God was the height of blasphemy- note the Son, not a Son of God. The charge of blasphemy brought the death penalty under their law. They condemned Jesus to death.

As a prisoner Jesus was treated roughly, but now as a condemned man it was open slather to humiliate and harm him. A condemned man had no rights. A man hated as much a Jesus was subjected to being spat on, mocked and struck in the face. Jesus made no move to retaliate. He silently endured this mocking and beating. ‘When he was reviled he did not revile in return’ (1Peter 2:23). It is ironic that these men who accused Jesus of blasphemy were actually blaspheming themselves as they mocked Jesus, who truly is the Son of God (22:65). What Jesus claimed to be was true. We cringe to read of this shameful conduct and consider how God the Father looked down upon these men. 

They blindfolded Jesus then hit him on the face saying, ‘Prophesy! Who was it that hit you?’ (22:64). What mockery! Being God the Son, Jesus knows all things. ‘I and my Father are one’ he said (John 10:30). Mark has the Jews calling God ‘the Blessed’ because they considered the name of God too holy to say (Mark 14:61). Yet, in their blindness, they would mock God’s only begotten Son in this way. There is further irony in seeing them blindfold Jesus when they were the ones who were really blindfolded regarding the truth. ‘It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God’ (Heb 10:31). Do remember this and never resort to mocking God or Jesus, or never approve of those who do. We hear such mockery all the time- like the Prime Minister who said that when he meets God he will treat him as his equal. That man will now be calling to Almighty God for mercy. God will not be mocked (Gal 6:7). 

Do not take the name of the Lord your God in vain. This is often referred to as blasphemy. God’s name is holy. This does not mean we refrain from using it; it means we say this name with the respect and honour due our Creator and our Judge. Jesus is the name above all names. At the name of Jesus every knee will one day bow. Those insulting and injuring Jesus there in the house of the high priest should have stopped to consider the consequences of their actions. Neither the Jewish council nor the Roman governor would be the one judging them in the end; it would be the man they had blindfolded and were mocking and hitting on the face. 

2. Inquiry

‘As soon as it was day, the elders of the people, both chief priests and scribes, came together and led him to their council’ (22:66). The Sanhedrin of seventy members, plus the presiding high priest, was made up of Pharisees and Sadducees, who rarely agreed; but on the matter of getting rid of Jesus they were united. Many of the members were present at the trial by night- but that trial was not official. It was not lawful to conduct a trial on a capital charge at night. And so, ‘as soon as it was day’ they convened an official council meeting- this is what Luke tells us about. He does not speak of false witnesses but only the questions put to Jesus, inviting him to incriminate himself.  

‘If you are the Christ tell us’ they demanded (22:67). Their idea of the Messiah was different to what Jesus taught from the Scriptures. They thought he would be a man chosen and anointed by God to deliver them from the Romans. When John the Baptist came on the scene they wanted to know if he was the Messiah but he said, ‘I am not the Christ’ (John 1:20). Jesus was hailed as Messiah when he entered Jerusalem riding on a donkey. But the Pharisees did not accept him and, now he was in their hands, they asked him plainly, ‘If you are the Christ, tell us’ (22:67). Their idea of Messiah was tied up with kingship- which was a dangerous topic in the political climate at that time. Jesus knew they would not listen to what he said about Messiah. They would not even tell him what they believed about John the Baptist (20:7). They were not going to listen to this man they hated, and was now their prisoner. 

Jesus did affirm that he was the Messiah of the Bible by referring to himself as the Son of Man, as he so often did. This title from Daniel 7 was understood as a messianic title. In Daniel’s vision, the Son of Man comes on the clouds of heaven and came to the Ancient of Days (Dan 7:13). Jesus told the Jewish council that, ‘Hereafter, the Son of Man will sit on the right hand of the power of God’ (22:69). Messiah would not be sitting on a throne in Jerusalem after delivering them from the Romans. He would soon be sitting at the right hand of God in heaven, after delivering sinners from sin and death. Jesus, as the Son of Man, would soon be seated in this place of honour and power. This was the mandate given the Messiah of God. 

3. I am

The first question put to Jesus was, ‘Are you the Christ?’ Jesus did not answer directly because of their misunderstanding about the Messiah. Referring to himself as the Son of Man, he took his claim even further. He spoke about sitting at the right hand of God in heaven. The Jews picked up on this and dared to ask him the question, ‘Are you the Son of God?’ They could hardly believe that a man would claim to be God but this is what Jesus seemed to be saying. 

‘Then they all said’ (22:70). The whole council blurted out this question. If this was a repeat of the night trial, they were probably amazed that Jesus would again make this blasphemous claim, as they saw it. Jesus said, ‘You rightly say that I am’ (22:70). Jesus did not hesitate for a moment to affirm his divinity as the Son of God. And they knew that this is what Jesus was claiming. There was no misunderstanding as to the enormity of this claim. For them it was patent blasphemy. For Jesus it was the truth, the undeniable truth that would lead to his death. 

And so the council concluded its official business, namely the trial of Jesus of Nazareth. It was all over within a short time. No evidence incriminating the prisoner was brought forward. They could not accuse him of any wrongdoing. ‘What further testimony do we need?’ they said - when in reality they had none. Instead, they had Jesus incriminate himself. Jesus could not remain silent when asked this question under oath. He made the ‘good confession’, as Paul calls his confession before Pontius Pilate (1Tim 6:13). With this confession they were able to turn the Jewish people against Jesus. But Jesus claiming to be the Son of God was of no concern to the Roman Governor- although they could twist the truth of him being the Messiah to that of being a king who opposed Rome. The claim to be the Son of God would resonate with the crowds who eagerly listened to Jesus teaching in the temple earlier that week. By charging Jesus with blasphemy the Jewish leaders would get the crowd shouting, ‘Crucify him! Crucify him!’

‘He came to his own, and his own did not receive him’ (John 1:11) The Jews did not receive their Saviour but took him, interrogated him, condemned him, mocked him, and murdered him. They found no sin in him because he was without sin. What they found was truth; the truth. In their sin they rejected the truth. Jesus is the truth. He is the Son of Man and the Son of God, just as the apostles preached (Rom 1).

Let no one say Jesus did not claim to be the Son of God or to be equal with God. The Jews knew that this was what Jesus was claiming. That is why they condemned him to death. They charged him with blasphemy and condemned him to death when they should have believed him and worshipped him. This is the choice you, and every human being, has to make today. You have to decide if Jesus was a liar and blasphemer, worthy of death, or if he spoke the truth and really is the Son of God, now seated at the right hand of the power of God, and is coming again on the clouds of heaven. What will it be for you with Jesus- mocking or worship? You have to decide.      
Trial before Herod                        




Luke 23:1-12

The penalty for sin is death, or, as Paul writes, ‘The wages of sin is death’ (Rom 6:23). To pay this penalty and satisfy divine justice someone must die. God sent his only begotten Son into this world to take this penalty on our behalf. Jesus had to be without sin in order to bear our sin- the sin of all God’s elect. But how to get a sinless man convicted of a sin attracting the death penalty. This, we might respectfully say, was the challenge facing God. Although Jesus of Nazareth lived in a violent age, it was not a lawless society. Violent mobs were not going around killing innocent people for the fun of it. The Jews were very religious- they had the Law of Moses. The Romans were very particular about the rule of law, even if their law was partisan.  

In such a law-conscious society, it is remarkable that this innocent man called Jesus be condemned to death. Clearly, God was in control of the men orchestrating the greatest injustice ever seen in the history of the world. ‘He (Jesus) being delivered by the determined purpose and foreknowledge of God, you have taken by lawless hands, have crucified and put to death’ said Peter, as he preached to the Jews at Pentecost (Acts 2:23). Keep in mind the first part of this verse, and also Acts 4:28, as we read the account of the second part of the verse- corrupt men misusing the law to condemn and crucify Jesus.   

Getting Jesus crucified was not easy. Even arresting him was difficult, as we have seen. The Jewish leaders came to hate Jesus intensely. Jesus did not follow their religious rules; rather he exposed their hypocrisy. Up in Galilee this was tolerated, but Jerusalem was their territory and they wanted Jesus out; they wanted him dead. Having arrested him in the middle of the night, they took him to the high priest for an informal, and illegal trial; he may have been taken before Annas and Caiaphas separately, but Caiaphas would have presided over the second Jewish trial, ‘as soon as it was day’ (22:66). Luke tends to be brief in his account and give only the essentials. 
They condemned Jesus from his own mouth for blasphemy, and also got a qualified admission that he was the Christ. Although blasphemy carried the death penalty under Jewish law, the Romans did not recognise blasphemy, and they did not allow the Jews to exercise the death penalty; they could well have been stoning pagans (or infidels) for blasphemy on a regular basis! Capital punishment under Jewish law was by stoning. But the Scriptures indicate that Jesus would be lifted up, as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert (John 3:14), and also as a cursed man was hung on a tree (Gal 3:13, Deut 21:23). Jesus himself spoke of being crucified (Mat 20:19, 26:2). The Romans executed criminals by hanging them on a cross. 

1. Accused  

After the hasty meeting of the Sanhedrin they got up and marched Jesus off to Pilate’s place. Some preliminary contact with Pilate had probably been made; these fellows began the day’s work at sunrise. John tells us that, ‘they lead Jesus from Caiaphas to the Praetorium and it was early morning, but they did not go in lest they defile themselves during the Passover’ (John 18:28). So Pilate came out to ask what accusation they brought against this man Jesus. The Jews were ready with three accusations they hoped would resonate with the Roman governor. They knew that the charge of claiming to be the Son of God would not be effective with this pagan man. 
Their first charge was: ‘we found this fellow perverting/ misleading the nation’ (23:2). This was not at all specific, but a helpful introduction. Because Jesus attracted crowds of listeners they thought they could accuse him of inciting a revolt. Looking at Jesus, Pilate found this hard to believe. He did not seem like a firebrand political revolutionary. Secondly, they accused Jesus of, ‘forbidding us to pay taxes to Caesar’ (23:2). For Jews paying taxes to Rome was a touchy matter, but the Romans insisted. Collecting taxes was one of Pilate’s main jobs. This charge was a blatant lie because for Jesus this was a non-issue (cf. 20:25). Thirdly, they accused Jesus of claiming to be ‘Christ, a King’. While not a blatant lie, this was a misrepresentation of what Jesus claimed. Jesus was careful not to give them the idea that he was an earthly Messiah or king. Commenting on these accusations of the Jews, Geldenhuys writes, ‘With subtle cunning and abominable deceitfulness they accuse Him before Pilate of being trebly guilty of high treason’. Bock writes, ‘Politically and personally, these charges push all the right buttons’ with Pilate.

The mention of a king did resonate with Pilate. He asked Jesus, ‘Are you the King of the Jews’ (23:3). There is a note of incredulity in the question. The ‘you’ is emphatic; ‘You! Are you the king of the Jews?’ Jesus answered saying, ‘It is as you say’, or as one paraphrase has it, ‘King is your word’. All four gospels record Pilate asking this question. John gives more detail of this interrogation by Pilate. Jesus explained to Pilate that his kingdom was not of this world, and that, as king, he bore witness to the truth (John 18:36-37). Pilate did not understand what he was talking about but did understand that Jesus posed no threat to Roman rule in Judea. Morris writes, ‘One glance at Jesus was enough to show the utter absurdity of such an idea’. And so Pilate went out to the Jews to deliver his verdict.

2. Announcement by Pilate 

Pilate said to the chief priests and the crowd, ‘I find no fault in this man’ (23:4). Pilate was the governor. It was his right and responsibility to make this decision, and he did. He found nothing in Jesus deserving of death. The Jews had brought him to Pilate demanding the death penalty, but Pilate gave his verdict, ‘Not guilty as charged’. That should have been the end of the matter. But, as Bock writes, ‘The Son of Man is not treated with justice. Sinful humanity rejects him and overrides any concern for justice’. The Jews represented sinful humanity. They did not care about justice; they just wanted Jesus dead. They became more determined and ‘fierce’ in their demand (23:5). As they got more demanding, Pilate began to worry about a revolt and about his own position as governor. 

Who was Pilate? He was a military leader whom Caesar put in charge of Judea in AD26. Philo writes of him as a man of unyielding character but nevertheless corruptible. ‘Every man has his price’ as they say. For many it is money; for others, like Pilate, it is position and power. Some will do anything to advance, or just keep their position in government or in business. In some societies corruption is such that men actually buy positions in the government. We are not told if Pilate did such a thing, but he was looking to keep in the Emperor’s good books. Pilate hated the Jews- as they hated him. He was a cruel tyrant, ready to crush any revolt by zealous Jews. But he did not want an uprising on his hands, lest the news reach the ears of the Emperor and Pilate be blamed. 

Apart from Jesus appearing the most unlikely of revolutionaries, Pilate was suspicious of the motives of these Jewish leaders. They were usually behind any revolt; they called for the release of Barabbas who lead a revolt and murdered people. But here they were wanting Jesus put to death for leading a revolt against Rome. Pilate knew they brought Jesus to him out of envy (Mark 15:10). He knew Jesus was not guilty of treason or any other crime, and declared this, but he failed to stand behind his decision.   

The Praetorium was next door to the temple. As the chief priests pressed Pilate to reverse his decision, a crowd was gathering. This is what the Jewish leaders had earlier feared, but now Jesus was a prisoner. Moreover, they were probably told of the blasphemy charge. Mob rule was taking hold. ‘He stirs up the people’ they said, with a touch of irony as the crowd gathered behind them. They referred to Jesus teaching from up in Galilee all the way down to Judea. The mention of Galilee set Pilate thinking. He could pass the buck, as it were, to Herod who was in charge of Galilee, and conveniently was in Jerusalem for the Passover festival. Although Jesus’ ‘crime’ was committed in Judea, making it Pilate’s responsibility, the fact that he was from Galilee meant he could get Herod involved, and hopefully take the responsibility of dealing with the case of Jesus of Nazareth. 

3. Answered nothing

Only Luke tells us about this trial before Herod. It proved to be a ‘fizzer’ because Jesus ‘answered him nothing’ (23:9). He is the only person to whom Jesus answered nothing- and with good reason. This was the Herod who had the head of John the Baptist brought on a plate to his unlawful wife. Herod Antipas was the son of Herod the Great. He was tetrarch of Galilee and Perea. The Herods were not true Jews but were from the same region- Idumea to be precise. Since Herod was in Jerusalem for Passover, Pilate sent Jesus off to him (23:7).  

Herod had wanted to see Jesus for a long time (23:8). He was at one time worried that John the Baptist had returned as Jesus (Luke 9:7). He was a man with a troubled conscience, but not a man to let conscience get in the way of personal desires and ambition. He wanted to see Jesus, but also wanted to kill him. He had heard about the mighty works of Jesus and, like a schoolboy, wanted to see him do a miracle (23:8). So when Jesus arrived Herod, ‘questioned him with many words, but he answered him nothing’ (23:9). Herod was a most despicable man, guilty of immorality and murder and in no way ready to repent, even when the Son of God stood before him. Jesus knew the depravity of this man’s heart. 

The Jewish leaders were there in Herod’s house, still accusing Jesus vehemently (23:10). They were taking no chances on Herod releasing Jesus; if they could convince him to actually condemn Jesus they would have been happy. But Herod was not really interested in the case. He just wanted to meet Jesus and see a miracle. He was touched that Pilate, who hated him, showed respect for his position and sought his help in dealing with Jesus. They hated each other, but they hated Jesus more. And so Pilate and Herod became friends that day (23:12). Jesus was the cause of unity among the powers of evil- unity among the religious rulers in the Sanhedrin and among the political rulers. Satan was bringing all the forces of evil against the Son of God. ‘For truly against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles and the people of Israel, were gathered together’ (Acts 4:27).  

Herod’s answer to Jesus’ silence was mockery. For a second time Jesus is subjected to being mocked, and probably physical abuse, since Herod’s body guards were involved (23:11). They dressed him in a gorgeous or radiant robe and sent him back to Pilate. Jesus was accused of claiming to be a king so Herod decided to make fun of him by throwing an old, royal robe on him. By sending him back to Pilate in this robe he indicated to Pilate, and all who saw Jesus, that he thought the case was a huge joke; Jesus was just a joke.

‘This is the really frightening thing about this incident’ writes Morris. Herod was in the presence of the Son of God and all he could do was joke. Tragically, we see the same response today. If you hear the name of Jesus mentioned in the media it will be in the context of a joke. If you hear his name mentioned in the workplace, or on the street, it will be as a joke or a curse. This is truly frightening. This is the name of the king of heaven and earth. This is the name at which every knee will bow one day. There will be no mocking or joking when Jesus comes to judge the earth. 

Every single person born in this world will stand before the throne of Jesus to hear his verdict on the capital charge brought against them. It will not be kings like Herod, governors like Pilate, or religious leaders like the chief priests and scribes having Jesus stand on trial before them. It will be them, along with you and me, standing before the Lord Jesus Christ. So humble yourself before him and repent of your sin today. Believe that he died on the cross in your place because, ‘God made him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in him’ (2Cor 5:21). 
Trial before Pilate                                          

Luke 23:13-25

In India we lived across the river from a city of over a million people. In the early days I would cycle across the bridge to the old city markets. The streets were often crowded- hence the bicycle and not a car or even motorbike. One day it was so crowded I had to get off my bike and hold it above my head as I struggled to make my way home through the crowd. This was just a busy shopping day as I remember, but often the crowds would gather if there was some incident – and such crowds could be dangerous. We learnt to avoid these crowds. One day a tourist went into such a crowd to try and stop the fight that was attracting the crowd. The crowd turned on him and he was killed.

After Jesus was arrested in the middle of the night, he was taken to the house of the high priest. At daybreak he was put on trial before the Jewish council and condemned; condemned for blasphemy. The Jewish leaders, all seventy of them, led Jesus to the Praetorium where Pilate, the Roman Governor,  resided. Pilate came out and listened to them make their accusations. These were either blatant lies or twisting of what Jesus really said. They accused Jesus of saying he was Christ, adding the word ‘king’ to his statement. Pilate asked Jesus if he was king of the Jews, only to hear from Jesus that his kingdom was not of this world. Pilate was suspicious of the motives of the Jewish leaders. His verdict was, ‘I find no fault in this man’ (23:4). 

The Jews did not accept Pilate’s verdict. They kept on agitating for him to condemn Jesus to death. Pilate sent Jesus to Herod hoping he might deal with this case. But Herod only mocked Jesus and sent him back dressed up in royal robes. Pilate’s problem was not going away. Jesus was back in his court and the chief priests and elders were still outside clamouring for his blood. Pilate was desperately looking for a way out of this volatile situation, a situation brought on by his own weakness. Pilate made a judgment based on what was true and what was false, but he allowed political correctness and personal expediency to override this judgment. Pilate was a pagan with no fear of God in his heart. Those who were privileged to have the ‘oracles of God’ should have feared God but were showing their true colours – they had no fear of God in their hearts either. 

We are looking at events some two thousand years ago but it could well have been yesterday. We live in the same fallen world where pagans prostitute themselves at the altar of political correctness and personal expediency. As the prophet said, ‘Justice is turned back… for truth has fallen in the street (Isa 59:14). Moreover, the fear of God has departed from the hearts of many who call themselves Christian. The truth of the Bible is denied or twisted without fear or shame by men, and nowadays women, who preach and teach in the church. The fear of God is the beginning of wisdom. As the fear of God departs the heart, so does wisdom and justice.  

Turning to the passage before us today we see Pilate saying for a second time, ‘I have found no fault in this man’ (23:14), and yet a third time, ‘I have found no reason for death in him’ (23:22). Some scholars find a fourth repetition of this verdict in verse 15. Pilate gave his verdict but continued listening to the accusers of Jesus. Each time he repeated his verdict it became less convincing. Each time he repeated his verdict the clamour of the Jews became louder. The Bible teaches us to let your, ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes’ and your, ‘No’, ‘No’ (Mat 5:37). Parents, politicians and leaders; when you make a rule or decision stick to it; do not start wavering in the face of clamouring by your children, lobbyists or workers.

1.Barabbas

Herod sent Jesus back to Pilate in dress-up, royal robes. Herod was not a king but he wanted this title. He did not take Jesus or the accusations against him seriously. Pilate hoped Herod would take over the case; it was after all the Jews accusing one of their own. Pilate had earlier told them to go away and deal with Jesus under their own law (John 18:31). He at least hoped for a report from Herod, and in a sense he got one in Jesus coming back all dressed up. Pilate concluded that Herod found in Jesus of Nazareth, ‘nothing deserving of death’ (23:15). The dress-up indicated that Jesus was a pathetic figure, whose only crime was being born as far as Herod was concerned.

Pilate ‘called together the chief priests, the rulers, and the people’ (23:13). It was no longer early morning and people were out and about on the streets and in the temple. News of the arrest of Jesus was spreading fast. Indeed, Pilate was calling people to come and hear his verdict. He knew the chief priests were religious fanatics who arrested Jesus out of envy. The general populace might be more reasonable, and their voice might drown out that of the priests and elders. When they had gathered, Pilate said, ‘You have brought me this man, as one who misleads the people’ (23:14). The people did not think they were being misled when they listened to Jesus earlier in the week. They also knew their leaders hated Jesus and wanted to kill him (20:19). So Pilate’s expectation of the people was not unfounded, but things had changed during the week. Scholars ask why? Why did the people now side with the rulers against Jesus? They suggest the people were disappointed in seeing Jesus a prisoner of Rome, when they hoped he would have them as his prisoners. While this is true, it is also true that the charge of blasphemy could have turned them, as monotheistic Jews, against Jesus.

Pilate declared that he had examined Jesus, and done so in public, but found no fault in him. He found the accusations brought against Jesus by the Jewish leaders not substantiated, and would therefore release him (23:16). He offered to chastise or discipline Jesus, by way of teaching him a lesson, before letting him go. This was not carried out at this stage because the people began to clamour for another prisoner to be released, a murderer named Barabbas. John tells us it was Pilate who reminded the Jews of the Roman custom of releasing a prisoner at Passover, and suggested he release their king (John 18:39). The other gospels similarly refer to this custom and go on to describe Barabbas. Luke’s reference to the custom in verse 17 is not found in many ancient manuscripts. Barabbas was in prison for being involved in a certain rebellion in Jerusalem (23:19). We have no other record of this rebellion, apart from that found in all four gospels. What we are told is that Barabbas was a robber (John 18:40), and was guilty of murder (23:19). He was guilty of numerous crimes and clearly a dangerous man, yet the Jews called for him to be released instead of Jesus.  

When Pilate offered to release Jesus as a way out of this impasse, the crowd, stirred on by the chief priests cried out, ‘Away with this man, and release to us Barabbas’ (23:18). Pilate could hardly believe his ears. What sort of people would choose a murderer above an innocent preacher? The Jews did. Hatred towards God and his Son, Jesus, and followers of Jesus, often rises above any hatred of evil. Remember this next time you listen to self-righteous people campaigning for justice and human rights. Mention the name of Jesus and see what justice they display! The Jews represent more people than we might imagine. Barabbas also represents a lot of people. In a way he represents all sinners, as we will see shortly. ‘For all have sinned a fallen short of the glory of God’ (Rom 3:23). 

In disbelief, and in a further effort to release this innocent man Jesus, Pilate again called for them to accept Jesus as the prisoner released at Passover. His attempt at compromise was not working. He was digging a hole and sinking ever deeper into it, as the proverb says; and as we too often do when we start compromising with truth and justice. The people just shouted louder, ‘Crucify, crucify him’ (23:21). 

2. Beating

For a third time Pilate declared that Jesus was innocent of all accusations. Jesus had done nothing deserving of death. ‘What evil has he done?’ Pilate asked the crowd clamouring for his blood (23:22). Matthew tells us that Pilate’s wife sent him a message at this time, saying she had a bad dream because of Jesus (Mat 27:19). Pilate was already worried about Jesus being the Son of God, and his kingdom not being of this world. He was desperate to release Jesus but his strategies were not working. The crowd rejected his offer to release Jesus under the Passover custom. Now he tries another tactic- or returns to his previous tactic of verse 16, as Morris says. Pilate would make the crowd feel sorry for Jesus and take pity on him. ‘I will therefore chastise/punish him and let him go’ said Pilate (23:22). Luke does not go into detail but John does; ‘Pilate took Jesus and scourged him’ (John 19:1) - he did this even though he had declared him innocent. The Romans knew how to torture and kill prisoners. The scourge was a multi-stranded, leather whip with knots and bits of metal or bone inserted into the leather. This scourge quickly drew blood, and, though not intended to kill, was sometimes fatal. Pilate’s soldiers dressed him a purple robe and put a crown of thorns on his head. 

Pilate paraded this wretched, pitiful 'man of sorrows' in front of Jews saying, ‘Behold, the man’ (John 19:5). But the chief priests were not moved. No pity or mercy was to be found in their hearts. They again shouted, ‘Crucify, crucify him’. ‘And their voices prevailed’ (23:23 ESV). What shocking words to read! What ominous words- ‘and their voices prevailed’! The voice of justice was shouted down; the voice of truth was shouted down. The voice of pity was shouted down. It was the voice of injustice, lies and hatred that prevailed that day. Such voices have prevailed throughout history, but never more so than on that day when a pagan ruler declared of the Son of God, ‘I have found no fault in him’, but the mob of Jews, shouting 'crucify him', got him condemned to death.

Pilate was not able to stand against the cries and threats of the Jews. In the end they said that he was no friend of Caesar if he let Jesus go (John 19:12). So Pilate released Barabbas and handed the Son of God over to the Jews to do as they wanted. He, ‘delivered Jesus to their will’ (23:25). Their will was to kill him. It is amazing and frightening that it was the Jews demanding the death of their Messiah, and the one who told them he was the Son of God. Pilate failed to uphold justice, but he was not the one demanding death for Jesus. It was the Jews who chose a murderer to be released instead of Jesus. Such was their blind depravity that they would stoop to killing God the Son. And it was not just the chief priests and elders, though they were guilty of the greater sin (John 19:11); it was all the people. 

In the end Pilate washed his hands of the blood of an innocent man. All the people answered and said, ‘His blood be on us and our children’ (Mat 27:25). We tremble at these words, especially knowing how they came true just forty years after this time. Jesus spoke a number times of being handed over to the Gentiles and being mocked, scourged and crucified, and it all came true (18:32, 33). He also spoke of God’s judgment coming upon the city and its people (19:44). His words did not register with the Jews who hated him. Nor did they think that their call for his blood to be on their heads, and the heads of their children, might come to pass. But it did. Not even their children escaped the Roman slaughter in AD70. In the end it is not the voice of the crowd that prevails; it is divine justice that prevails. 

Before we conclude, we also reflect on the exchange inadvertently orchestrated by Pilate. The release of Barabbas was ‘exemplary of the effects of substitutionary atonement’, or as Bock writes, ‘In his death has come the opportunity of life. Just ask Barabbas!’ Barabbas was in prison for various crimes. He was probably facing the death penalty. But one day they came to set him free. ‘You are free to go’ said Pilate the judge. As Barabbas looked around he saw Jesus bleeding from head to toe, wearing a crown of thorns and by now disrobed. Jesus was carrying a heavy cross, a cross that Barabbas, a true criminal, deserved to be carrying. Barabbas the sinner was going free, while Jesus who was without sin was going to his death on the cross. This is how it is for every sinner, you included, if you have been set free by Jesus Christ. All who are set free see Jesus going to the place they were headed, namely death. They owe their freedom and their life, you owe your freedom and your life, to this one man who took the punishment you deserved. Is this how you look upon Jesus and his death? Do you realise that forgiveness and new life are yours because Jesus suffered and died in your place?         
Mourners on the way                



Luke 23:26-32

A number of movies on the life of Christ have been made over the years. One thing movie makers do, or overdo, is the violence associated with the trial and crucifixion of Christ Jesus. People like violence on the big screen, so in the scene of Jesus being nailed to the cross a huge hammer driving in huge nails, accompanied by special sound effects, becomes very dramatic. Before the days of movies, religious paintings also tended to feature the suffering of Jesus. Although the violence and suffering endured by Jesus was horrific, this is not the focus of the Biblical accounts. Luke simply writes, ‘When they came to the place called the Skull, there they crucified him’ (23:33 ESV). The other gospels similarly focus on the words of Jesus before and during his time on the cross. The gospels are not written to elicit sympathy for Jesus, they are written to elicit faith in Jesus. ‘These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name’ (John 20:31). 

1. Carrying the cross

Pilate eventually gave in to the sustained lobbying and threats of the Jews, and handed Jesus over to be crucified. Pilate never condemned Jesus but simply washed his hands of the case. Only condemned prisoners were supposed to be scourged before being crucified, and it was only slaves and the worst criminals who were crucified. No Roman citizen could be subjected to such a humiliating and painful death. Pilate had Jesus scourged in a failed effort to elicit pity for Jesus. Maybe Jesus was again scourged (Mark 15:15) but, ‘it is unlikely that the human frame could have survived two such dreadful scourgings’.  

Jesus was led away from the Roman court after it failed to deliver justice (23:26). It was probably mid-morning when Jesus, exhausted from having no sleep, in agony from the beatings, and weak from loss of blood, was loaded with a heavy beam and led out of the city. Luke, along with Matthew and Mark, says it was about the sixth hour or noon when darkness came over all the earth (23:44). The exact time when Jesus was crucified is not certain (Mark 15:25 cf. John 19:14), but it must have been some time before the darkness came at noon. 

Afraid that Jesus would collapse before getting to the place of crucifixion, the soldiers grabbed ‘a certain man’ who happened to be Simon of Cyrene (23:26). Cyrene was a place in North Africa, near todays Tripoli, which had a Jewish colony. This man was staying outside the city, like Jesus and his disciples, and coming into the city for Passover celebrations. They took the wooden cross off Jesus, which may have been a cross bar only, and made Simon carry it for him. He walked behind Jesus all the way to the place. It was a solemn task but not one Simon chose or one that saved him from sin. Yet it is interesting that Mark refers to Simon’s two sons, Alexander and Rufus (Mark 15:21), and then to find the name Rufus appear in greetings sent to the church in Rome by the apostle Paul (Rom 16:13). We also read of a Simeon at the church at Antioch (Acts 13:1). Simon of Cyrene may well have come to believe in Jesus, he and his family. 

2. Crying women

As Jesus was led through the narrow streets of the city, with Simon coming behind carrying his cross, a huge crowd followed. Luke makes special mention of women in the crowd who ‘mourned and lamented Him (Jesus)’ (23:27). Were they professional mourners? There is nothing to suggest this. Rather, Luke typically and specifically focuses on the support that Jesus had among women, even women in Jerusalem. Yet we do not necessarily agree with Morris who writes, ‘There were still many in Jerusalem who admired Jesus… Many were saddened by the turn of events’. It was woman only. The Sanhedrin were all men of course, and the crowd at Pilate’s place would also have been men. Women tend to have softer hearts when it comes to seeing someone suffer. At last some pity is shown towards Jesus in his suffering- but it was too late.

Hearing and seeing the women crying for him, Jesus turned to speak to them. This is amazing in itself, and his words are even more amazing. As Jesus made his way to the cross, clinging to life, he took time to speak to these women. ‘He thinks not of himself but them’ writes Morris. What did Jesus say to these women? Did he say ‘thanks’ for their sympathy? No. Thinking of them he said, ‘Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me but weep for yourselves and your children’ (23:28). What a strange thing to say. Surely Jesus was the one to be mourned at this time. This was true, but Jesus looked to a future time, and in view of this time ‘wanted their repentance, not their sympathy’ (Morris). The eternal Son of God saw from beginning to end of time, and what he saw in the future for the people of Jerusalem was terrible- more terrible than what was happening to him. Not just men, but women and children in their thousands, would suffer without mercy at the hands of the Romans.

When Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday he wept over the city (19:41). He wept because of what would happen to this holy city. It would be surrounded by an army and subjected to a severe famine, a famine in which women would be reduced to eating their own babies. Afterwards they would be slaughtered by the Romans. This would happen because they did not know ‘the time of their visitation’ (19:44). The time of their visitation was now. The Son of God was walking down the street in front of them. This man who is God, this man who did no wrong, was going to the cross because the people of this city rejected him. They had been calling for his blood all morning: ‘Crucify him, crucify him!’ ‘He is not our king. We have no king but Caesar’. 

‘The days are coming’ said Jesus, when they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, wombs that never bore, and breasts that never nursed’ (23:29). Women were crying for Jesus, but in forty years they would be crying for themselves and their children as they perished from starvation and slaughter. Women and children are the first to suffer in times of disaster, especially pregnant women and nursing mothers. The misery and distress at that time would be so bad that they will cry out for the mountains to fall on them and the hills to cover them (23:30). This saying was familiar to them from the prophet Hosea (Hos 10:8). Hosea was prophesying the Assyrian attack on Samaria and its destruction. The words could have been used for the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians. Jesus uses them of the coming destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans. The apostle John uses them of the coming destruction of the whole earth when Jesus returns in judgment (Rev 6:16). So let us not pass over these words as mere history. What is written in the inspired word of God is for our correction and training in righteousness (2Tim 3:16). ‘Heaven and earth will pass away but my words will by no means pass away’ said Jesus (21:33).

Jesus was a bright light shining in this city to the very end. This was the third time in this week that he warned his disciples, and the people, about the coming destruction of the temple and the whole city. All the people needed to do was believe him and they would have been saved- which is what the Christians did when they fled the city prior to AD70. All people need to do today is believe what Jesus says about his second coming and they will be saved. They will not be saved by fleeing this city or that planet because the whole creation will be destroyed. We flee to Jesus, repenting of our sin, and by his grace entering his eternal kingdom. Yet so many, like the Jews in Jerusalem, choose to stay in the dark. The light of the gospel shines brightly in our city and our nation. It has done so for generations, but the day is coming when the light will be taken away. Darkness and destruction will come, even as people continue to ridicule and mock God and his word. Today is the day of salvation. Tomorrow may be too late. 

To the very end Jesus continued to offer the people of Jerusalem salvation. His grace is truly amazing. He stopped to warn these weeping women of what was about to come upon them. The light was being taken way. Darkness was coming. In his grace God gave them a further forty years to repent. God is patient, not wanting any to perish, but that all should come to repentance. Nevertheless, judgment must come upon those who refuse the offer of grace in Jesus Christ.

Verse 31 about green wood and dry wood seems to be a proverb; but what does it mean? Green wood is difficult to burn, while dry wood burns with great fury. In Ezekiel there is a reference to a fire being kindled in a forest of green and dry trees (Ezek 20:47). Fire refers to judgment. They had just had Jesus condemned to death, and that with great difficulty. We are reading of things they are doing in the green wood; directly the ‘they’ is Rome, indirectly it is God. Jesus would suffer at the hands of the Romans and would die on a Roman cross, despite being declared ‘not guilty’ in a Roman court. ‘If innocent Jesus meets such a fate, what will be the fate of guilty Jerusalem’ (Creed in Geldenhuys). If this is how they treat an innocent man, or green wood, how will they treat a city of sinners and rebels, or dry wood? The Romans, like the Babylonians, were God-appointed destroyers. 

Before we leave this subject of sympathy or weeping for Jesus, remember what was said in our introduction today. The Bible does not focus on the physical suffering of Jesus- if anything it focusses on his spiritual suffering. We do not look at the cross with sympathy, but with faith. Geldenhuys writes, ‘Interest and sympathy for Jesus as the Perfect Sufferer, which is found in many modern thinkers, and others who by no means believe in him as divine Lord and Redeemer, is forcibly disclaimed by Jesus’ words to the women of Jerusalem. It is not sympathy but sincere faith in him and genuine repentance that Jesus expects from us. And whosoever rejects him in unbelief should much rather weep for his unforgiven debt of sin and for the judgment which will visit all rejecters of the Son of God just as surely as it visited Jerusalem 1900 years ago.’ Carved images of Jesus on the cross, the so-called ‘crucifix’, are not just a violation of the second commandment, they are a danger to faith. Jesus is no longer on the cross. He is the risen Lord. Self-flagellating men marching down the street on Good Friday is another abomination devised by the Church of Rome. 

3. Criminals with him

Jesus did not go to the cross alone- not that his companions were of any comfort to him. ’Two criminals were led with Him to be put to death’ (23:32). Mark tells us they were thieves (Mark 15:27), but only Luke mentions them being led along the way of the cross. This is significant, not in that they saw the suffering of Jesus but that they heard his words. They heard him speak to the ‘daughters of Jerusalem’ about terrible days to come. They later heard him pray from the cross, ‘Father forgive them’ (23:34). One of these criminals would repent and believe in Jesus, which is the proper response to the cross of Jesus Christ the Son of God.

Simon of Cyrene may well have believed in Jesus after carrying his cross to Golgotha, but only one person confessed and believed in Jesus that day, and that man was a criminal. Not only were the words of the prophet, ‘and he was numbered with the transgressors’ (Isa 53:12) fulfilled, but the latter part of this verse was also fulfilled, ‘and he made intercession for the transgressors’. Jesus did not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance (Luke 5:32). This truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ led the hymn writer to pen the well-known words, ‘The vilest offender who truly believes, that moment from Jesus a pardon receives’. 

Mockers gather at Calvary                                           Luke 23:33-39

As Jesus prayed in the garden of Gethsemane he was in great agony. His soul was so torn that his sweat was like great drops of blood. Anticipating the cross, Jesus prayed, ‘Father, take this cup from me, yet not my will but yours be done’ (22:42). Jesus emerged from prayer having been strengthened by an angel from heaven. Immediately he was arrested, and so began the mocking and physical abuse at the hands of men. The Jewish guards mocked him and beat him (22:63). Herod’s men mocked and abused him (23:11). Finally, Roman soldiers scourged him (John 19:1-3). The latter was done by Pilate in the hope of eliciting some pity from the Jews, but the only pity that came was from a few women following Jesus on the way to the cross.

At the place called, ‘The Skull’ they crucified Jesus of Nazareth. They nailed him to the cross and hoisted him aloft for people to see from all around. The Hebrew name for this place was ‘Golgotha’. ‘Calvary’ is Latin for ‘skull’, and for some reason the NKJV uses this Latin word. Why the place was called, ‘The Skull’ is not certain. Some think it was a hill that looked like a skull, but others say there is no mention of it being a hill. The location of this place is not known, apart from it being outside the city at that time. 

As Jesus hung suffocating on the cross, the mocking continued. Lots of people, probably thousands, gathered to see this public execution. They were mainly Jews, but Roman soldiers were also there, and two criminals were looking on while hanging on their own crosses. Mocking came from all quarters, but not before Jesus prayed for his persecutors and murderers. 
Only Luke records Jesus’ intercessory prayer. ‘Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they do’ (23:34). Who was Jesus praying for? Was it the Romans or the Jews? It was more than the Romans- most of the people there were Jews. Was it the chief priests and scribes who led the lynch party. Ryle says that, ‘these men were given over to judicial blindness and most of them probably perished in their sins… Let it be noted that union of clear head knowledge of Christ with wilful heart rejection of him is the nearest approach that can be made to a definition of the unpardonable sin’. These men knew what they were doing was gross sin- Pilate told them Jesus was innocent. Notwithstanding, Paul, who violently opposed Jesus in ignorant unbelief, received mercy (1Tim 1:13). Ignorance is no excuse; those who act in blindness or ignorance are still culpable, but God’s mercy triumphs over judgment (James 2:13).

Instead of a vindictive outburst, the people heard this prayer coming from the lips of Jesus. Bock writes, ‘Jesus’ lack of vindictiveness illustrates the very love he called for from his disciples (6:29, 35)’. This prayer was heard by the criminal who repented and believed in Jesus. This prayer was heard by many Jews who, just weeks later, repented and believed in Jesus. Thousands of Jews repented at Pentecost and afterwards, including many priests (Acts 2:41, 4:4, 6:7). The prayer of Jesus led to divine judgment being delayed forty years. Is the intercession of Jesus delaying your judgment today? Is your prayer of intercession delaying the judgment of someone you know, even an enemy? The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective (James 5:16).

Jesus’ prayer from the cross for his murderers is the first of seven words from the cross. Only Luke records this prayer, but other things that happened at the cross, including mocking by the rulers, by Roman soldiers and the robber, are recorded in the other gospels. They are also found in prophecy, namely in the Psalms. In Psalm 22:18 we read, ‘They divide my garments among them, and for my clothing they cast lots’. What an amazing prophecy! Why would the Psalmist write what seems like trivia? He does so in the context of another prophecy; ‘They pierced my hands and feet’ (Ps 22:16). It all adds up to an unmistakable fulfilment of prophecy. It indicates that God planned all that was happening to Jesus at this time; he planned it down to the smallest detail. If only those who sang these psalms had taken note of what they were singing. How many today take note of what they are singing in carols about the birth of Jesus, or in hymns about his death?

It was the prerogative of the executioners to divvy up whatever the dying prisoner had- which was just the clothes on his back. That men would deprive a man of any dignity whatsoever is a sordid detail, but this is the nature of sin. The four soldiers cast lots for the tunic of Jesus because it was seamless and of no use if torn into pieces (John 19:23). Jesus died without a thread of worldly possessions. 

1. Rulers mock

Coming to the mocking by men at Calvary we find the rulers taking the lead to mock Jesus (23:35). Like the dividing of his clothes, this was foretold in Psalm 22; ‘He trusted in the Lord, let Him rescue Him; let Him deliver Him, since He delights in Him’ (Ps 22:8). The rulers of the Jews did not speak to Jesus directly but to those around saying, ‘He saved others; let Him save Himself if He is the Christ, the chosen of God’ (23:35). We might think they would have mocked and scoffed themselves hoarse by this time, but not so. They hated Jesus so much they kept on mocking till his last breath- and till their last breath also, as they later turned their attack on the followers of Jesus. 

What did they mean by, ‘He saved others’? Were they thinking of those Jesus healed or raised from the dead during his ministry? Or were these words prophetic irony? Did they realise that in his death Jesus would save others? No. This is true, but they did not see or believe this. They were mocking Jesus because he claimed to be Christ, the anointed One. They mocked Jesus for claiming to be ‘the chosen of God’. While these titles are true, Jesus never used them – except when they put him under oath. 

If Jesus was such a person, they challenged him to use his supernatural powers and come down for the cross. They were blind to the unselfish love of Jesus. They did not listen to his prayer. They failed to see that he came to save others, namely sinners like them. Though hanging on the cross, Jesus did not need to be saved from sin. Tragically, like everyone else that day, except one thief, they did not see that Jesus was dying to save others, to save many souls from eternal punishment, from the weeping and gnashing of teeth that he often spoke of. This taunt for Jesus to save himself was man tempting the Son of God, but Jesus had already faced temptation in the garden, and overcome. He resolved to follow his Father’s will, not the will of Satan or his agents. These Jewish rulers were following their father’s will also, but their father was the devil (John 8:44).

2. Roman soldiers

The soldiers also mocked Jesus as he hung on the cross, and as they offered him sour wine in a sponge (23:36). This was probably the same wine mixed with myrrh and offered to him previously to dull the pain. Jesus refused these offers, preferring to stay conscious as he suffered. Once again this detail of his suffering was foretold in the Psalms. In Psalm 69:21 we read, ‘And for my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink’. 

The soldiers similarly called on Jesus to save himself but because he claimed to be the king of the Jews, not the Christ of God. Their mocking was not as sinister and ironic as that of the Jews- though still ironic in that Jesus was indeed the King of the Jews. Their mocking was political. They knew little about Jesus- he was just another rebel, another hated Jew. The sign on the cross told them of his crime- ‘the King of the Jews’. It was a big joke to them. What sort of king was this Jesus? ‘If you are the King of the Jews then save yourself’ they said to Jesus. This ‘save yourself’ may have been a carryover from the ruler's mocking. Mockers are weak men who like to join the crowd. 

Every man that was crucified had a sign hung on his neck or attached to his cross telling his crime. In this way the Romans hoped to deter those thinking of committing such a crime. On the sign above Jesus, Pilate had written, ‘This is the King of the Jews’ (23:38). It was written in Greek, the common language of the Empire, Latin, the language of the Romans, and Hebrew, the language of the Jews. The rulers petitioned Pilate to change it to, ‘He said, I am the King of the Jews’, but Pilate was in no mood to give in to the Jews any longer. The sign was Pilate’s way of mocking, not Jesus but the Jews in general. He hated these fanatical, malicious, religious leaders who pressed him to condemn an innocent man. Geldenhuys writes, ‘By means of this superscription he (Pilate) revenged himself on the Jews and was not mocking Jesus. Unconsciously however, Pilate told the truth in his superscription, for although Jesus is not King of the Jews in an earthly, political sense, he is nevertheless the Messiah- king of Israel -the head of an everlasting kingdom’. 

Ironically, all the titles given to Jesus by way of mocking are true; he is the King of the Jews, he is the Christ, he is the chosen of God. He is prophet, priest and king; as prophet he spoke of all that would happen to him, as priest he interceded for his enemies, and as king he would lead the thief into Paradise. It was because of who he is, because of his obedience to the Father and because of his love for us, that he did not come down from the cross as he was taunted to do. 

3. Robber

The final mocking came from the criminals crucified with Jesus. Matthew has the robbers (plural) reviling Jesus (Mat 27:44). One of them must have had a change of heart because Luke writes of one believing in Jesus before he died. Luke writes, “One of the criminals who were hanged blasphemed Him (Jesus) saying, ‘If you are the Christ, save yourself and us’”, or ‘Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us!’(23:39). Unlike the rulers, he saw his need to be saved! He was not really in a position to be mocking Jesus since he was in the same predicament. Yet this is what sinful man is like- even on his deathbed he mocks Jesus. 
Job’s wife said, ‘Curse God and die’ (Job 2:9). Job did not take her advice, but many have. The Jewish rulers said. ‘His blood be on us and our children’ (Mat 27:25). I am told of a relative who as a young man died of cancer, and died cursing God. My neighbour had a son who died of cancer? Whenever I speak to him about Jesus he curses God for the death of his son. It is utter foolishness to curse God from your deathbed. But this is what one criminal did.

Again the focus was on Jesus being the Christ (23:39). The Jews were so looking forward to God sending Messiah. They were probably praying that God would send Messiah to deliver them from the Romans- that was when they were not praying, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other men’ (18:11). God sent Messiah but they rejected him. They cried out, ‘Crucify, crucify him’, and got him hung on the cross. And here was this thief echoing the cry of his Jewish teachers saying, ‘Are you not the Christ; save yourself and us’.

At least he had the sense to ask Jesus to save him, but there was no faith in his heart. Faith does not say ‘if’; faith says, ‘you are the Christ, the Son of God’. He had no concept of death, resurrection and judgment. He just wanted to get off the cross and get back to worldly living. How many times does Jesus hear prayers like this? ‘Jesus heal me so I can keep on enjoying life’. ‘Jesus give me a job so I can make lots of money’. Often it is, ‘if you can help me Jesus I promise to be a good person’. Faith is what Jesus was looking for in men and women even as he went to the cross and even as he hung on the cross. But faith was not found in the crowd gathered to watch Jesus die- except in one of the robbers. What Jesus saw was unbelief, unbelief which led to taunts and mocking from Jew and Gentile, and even a man who was on a cross next to him, paying the penalty for his sin. Jesus is still looking for faith. Does he find it in your heart?
Faith at Calvary                                            

Luke 23:40-43

The story of the penitent thief shines like a beacon out of the tragic events on this day when Jesus Christ, the Son of God and King of the Jews was crucified. It shines like a beacon out of the whole NT. No other person is given the assurance that Jesus gave this man, namely, ‘Today you will be with me in paradise’ (23:43). Others heard the call of Jesus and became apostles, but we do not read such words being spoken to them. We read of Peter's confession before Jesus; ‘Depart from me for I am a sinful man’ (5:8), and later of his faith in Jesus; 'We have come to believe and know you are the Christ, the Son of the living God’ (John 6:69) - not to mention Thomas’s confession; ‘My Lord and my God’ (John 20:28). But none was given the assurance that Jesus gave this unnamed thief.

What a dark day it was when Jesus died. Physical darkness came at noon for three hours, but the spiritual darkness came long before this. Jesus was mocked and beaten at his trials, and then as he hung dying on the cross he was mocked by Jewish rulers, Roman soldiers and even the robbers crucified on each side of him. They mocked Jesus saying, ‘If you are the Christ’, ‘if you are the chosen of God’, ‘if you are the King of the Jews’. Moreover, there was a sign on his cross declaring him to be the King of the Jews. Would no one stop to ponder the possibility that all these titles were true, and what that meant? Reading these words today, we know these titles are true, though many either ignore or reject such claims. By the grace of God, one man stopped to ponder his own predicament and then turned to the man on the cross next to him. The man next to him was Jesus Christ, and that man declared him saved. 

1. Reward

Only Luke records the story of the penitent thief- so you must read all the gospels to get the whole gospel. It begins with this criminal rebuking the other criminal for mocking Jesus, who was on the cross between them. His words to this man are deep and profound- a contrast to the shallow, mindless mocking that he was hearing. He begins with the fear of God and the stark truth that he was under condemnation. The criminals were probably Jews who had been taught the fear of God from the Scriptures. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge and wisdom (Prov 1:7). In response to the meaninglessness of life, he heard the wise words: ‘Fear God and keep his commandments (Eccl 12:13). The chief priests and scribes would have taught the fear of God, even if they failed to practice it. 

The commandments of God are at the centre of the OT. Jews were taught the Law of Moses and many sought to obey the law, knowing that God would judge them according to this Law. These two robbers had obviously broken the eighth commandment and were suffering the consequences. They were condemned. They were receiving ‘due reward for their deeds’ (23:41). We like to think of rewards as being good things, but this is not necessarily so. ‘The wages of sin is death’ writes the apostle Paul (Rom 6:23). Not only criminals get due reward for their deeds; those who practice an immoral life receive due reward for their sins. Consider the homosexual lifestyle. 

I was listening to the story of a famous Australian who suddenly got rich. He built himself a mansion in Melbourne and started living the ‘Gatsby’ lifestyle. His reward was a broken family. He acknowledged that his depraved lifestyle led to this. The thief on the cross realised his sin led to his being on the cross, receiving due reward for his sin. But unlike this famous Australian, and many others, he turned to Jesus, as we will see. 

It has been a long time since the word ‘just’ or ’justice’ has appeared in Luke’s account of the arrest and trial of Jesus of Nazareth. Nothing that was done to Jesus was just. Pilate repeatedly said, ‘I find no fault in this man’. This penitent thief may have heard Pilate’s final declaration as he handed Jesus over to the Jews. Pilate set the two criminals on their way to the cross with Jesus. For this reason, or by observing Jesus on the cross and hearing him pray for his enemies, he understood that, ‘Jesus had done nothing wrong’ (23:41). The other thief kept on mocking Jesus. He was probably cursing those who crucified him also. If a man refrains from vindictive outbursts in the face of beatings, scourging and mocking, as Jesus did, we would call him a saint- and more. Truly Jesus was tempted in every way as we are - and more- but did not sin (Heb 4:15).

The Law of Moses, especially the covenant commands, told this thief that he was a lawbreaker. Hanging next to Jesus Christ, the sinless Son of God, he became acutely aware of his own sin. In his heart he confessed, like Peter, ‘I am a sinful man, O Lord’ (Luke 5:8). Can you imagine hanging on a cross next to Jesus, the Son of God? You do not have to imagine because as a sinner this is the reality. You are condemned. You are dying because of your sin- unless and until you repent like this thief.

2. Remember me

The penitent thief turned from rebuking the other thief, and from serious and solemn reflection on his own situation; he turned towards Jesus who was on the cross next to him. He said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom’ (23:42). What a strange request we might think. This is not what you find written in the prayer at the back of a Gideon Bible or an evangelistic tract. Even so, Ryle lists six steps taken by the thief to become a believer. We have noted how he acknowledged his sin, and concluded that he repented. But still this ‘remember me’ is hard to break up into various steps. This man did not have much time to consider the claims of Jesus Christ in any intellectual way. He was about to breathe his last breath. This is not to say it is wrong to take time to consider the claims of Christ, but ultimately, ‘unless you receive the Kingdom of God like a little child you will not enter it’ (Mark 10:15). The cry of the thief was like that of a child crying out not to be left behind. ‘Daddy, don’t leave me behind; I want to go with you!’ 

The thief said to Jesus, ‘Remember me’, ‘Remember me when you come into your kingdom’ (23:42). We can discuss, and briefly we will, what this man understood by ‘your kingdom’, but do keep in mind the little child. Children can and do believe in Jesus without any detailed explanations of the kingdom of God. Jesus will answer the prayer, ‘remember me’ saying, ‘today you will be with me’ (23:43). This is the essence of belief and of becoming a Christian, namely being with Jesus. Jesus said he was going to prepare a place, ‘that where I am there you may be also’ (John 14:3). Praying for those who will believe he said, ‘Father, I desire that they also whom you gave me may be with me where I am’ (John 17:24). This is what the thief asked of Jesus. Do you want to be with Jesus where he is? Paul said, ‘to be with Christ is far better’ (Phil 1:23). If you have no desire to depart this life and be with Jesus then you need to re-examine your heart today.

I said we would briefly discuss the kingdom of God. This truth becomes much clearer in the light of what we have just talked about - don’t you agree? The thief kept hearing and reading of Jesus being the king of the Jews. What was he to understand of Jesus being such a king? He was probably not aware of what Jesus told Pilate about his kingdom not being of this world (John 18:36). But seeing Jesus on the cross this was patently obvious. He was no earthly king! If Jesus really was a king, as everyone was saying, and Jesus was not denying, then his kingdom must be beyond this world. Jesus was making no move to get down from the cross. 

Both the thief and Jesus would soon be dead. What lay beyond death he did not know, but Jesus seemed to know, and he wanted to follow him. It is going a bit far to say with Bock that, ‘The criminal anticipates the restoration and resurrection’; some do read verse 42 as, ‘come in your kingdom’ rather than, ‘come into your kingdom’. Like a little child this thief just wanted to be with Jesus wherever he was. Certainly he confessed his sin and demonstrated profound faith in Jesus, but he does not demonstrate great theological knowledge. Of course, what he heard from Jesus in response to his prayer vastly expanded his knowledge.

3. Reassurance

“Jesus said to him, ‘Assuredly I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise’” (23:43). The words not only expanded the knowledge of the thief; they expand our knowledge also. They even challenge the   greatest Biblical scholars. Jesus prefixed his words with an ‘Amen’, which is translated, ‘Truly’ or ‘Assuredly’. It marks Jesus words as emphatic and important. The words, ‘You will be with me’ we have briefly discussed, but we must consider them with the word ‘today’; 'today you will be with me’. 

That very day they would die. Their lifeless bodies would be taken down and buried. Jesus was not saying they would be buried in the same grave. He said, ‘with me in Paradise’. His body would be in the grave but he would be with Jesus in Paradise. Clearly, his soul would continue to exist beyond the grave. At the moment of death he, that is his soul, would be in the presence of Jesus, just as poor Lazarus was in the presence of Abraham after his death (16:22). Jesus was resurrected after three days. The thief will be resurrected when Jesus returns. Yet the very day he died he crossed over as it were, from this world into Paradise.

Paradise is an interesting word. It is a Persian word meaning ’garden’. It is used by the apostle Paul to refer to his being ‘caught up into the third heaven’ (2Cor 12:2-4). It is also found in Revelation 2:7 in relation to ‘the tree of life which is in the midst of the paradise of God’. We reflect on the Garden of Eden where Adam lived in wonderful fellowship with God, a fellowship broken by sin and death. Paradise carries the idea of beauty and glory, the glory of God. It carries the idea of rest and peace, the peace of God. It carries the idea of being in the presence of Jesus, praising him day and night. ‘Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and riches and wisdom and strength and honour and glory and blessing’ (Rev 5:12). 

Among the theological implications of this verse is the destruction of the doctrine of purgatory. Roman Catholic theologians bring their arguments but there is no way this verse will allow for a half-way place like purgatory, where souls of the dead can be prayed or bought into heaven. ‘The souls of believers are at their death made perfect in holiness, and do immediately pass into glory’ (Shorter Catechism Q 37). This verse in Luke could have been used as a proof text for this Biblical truth. Today! Immediately! Purgatory is an invention of the Church of Rome. 

God certainly planned and purposed the salvation of the thief on the cross. The salvation of this thief also destroys the doctrine of baptismal regeneration. Years ago a priest from Goa was in my class on rural development. He was a fine young man- we later visited him in his monastery in Goa. But he could not get around the fact that this thief was not baptised. Roman Catholic theologians have come up with some fanciful ideas, but they are just that, fanciful. Baptism is a sacrament, like the Lord’s Supper, but this thief received neither. Moreover, he was saved without any evidence of good works. He was saved by the grace of Jesus Christ reaching out to him even as he died on the cross. Of course, faith was present, though not actually mentioned, but we dare not make faith into a good work. 

It is a childlike faith that we see in the penitent thief. He cried out to Jesus saying, ‘Remember me when you come into your kingdom’. Even as Jesus hung in agony on the cross, he heard this cry and he forgave this man his sin. After all, that was why Jesus was on the cross. His work of saving souls began that day and continues today. The blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from all sin. Is this what you believe?     

Jesus breathes his last                                         
Luke 23:44-49

Early on the Friday morning, the morning after Passover, Jesus was dragged from court to court in Jerusalem to be interrogated and mocked. First it was the Jewish leaders, then the Roman Governor, then Herod and back to Pilate. He was judged innocent by Pilate, but the cry of the Jews prevailed: ‘Crucify him, crucify him!’ Jesus was condemned and marched off to the place called, ‘The Skull’ to be crucified. At the cross he was mocked by the Jews, by soldiers, and by the thief on the cross next to him. The voice of men prevailed. 

At midday things changed. At the sixth hour God began to speak from heaven in supernatural phenomena. God spoke through his creation: ‘The heavens declare the glory of God, and the firmament shows his handiwork. Day unto day utters speech’ (Ps 19:1, 2). God spoke with such power that the mockers fell silent. People beat their breasts as they went off. What a day it had been! They had seen crucifixions before, but none like this. What were they thinking as they went home that evening?

1. Phenomena

Two very strange phenomena occurred as the clock struck midday- not that they had clocks back then. Firstly, darkness came over ‘all the earth’ for three hours (23:44). Most translations have, ‘all the land’ meaning all of Palestine, the land of the Jews. This was God speaking to this nation that was rejecting and crucifying the Messiah of God. Darkness points to judgment. The darkness over the land reflected the darkness in the hearts of the people who rejected their King, their Lord and their Saviour. It pointed to the darkness of divine judgment that would come upon the land, according to the word of the one who was crucified (23:30). 

The darkness also has significance in relation to Jesus himself. Darkness came over the soul of Jesus as he was forsaken by God. It was at the end of the three hours of darkness that Jesus cried out, ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?’ (Mark 15:34). He was suffering the judgment of God upon sin. He was suffering the wrath of the holy God upon the sin of the world.

Have you ever experienced an eclipse of the sun? We experienced one in India some years ago. What I remember was all the birds suddenly flying into the trees to roost at 11am. It was like dusk or twilight in the middle of the day. What happened at Calvary was not a normal eclipse because Passover takes place at full moon; an eclipse of the sun can only occur at new moon. Moreover, this eclipse or blocking of the sun was much longer, and probably much darker, than a natural eclipse. The darkness is described as being like night in the apocryphal ‘Gospel of Peter’. Clearly, the people at Calvary were deeply shaken by this darkness at midday. Matthew writes of an earthquake also occurring at this time (Mat 27:51). 

The second supernatural phenomena occurred in the temple. The veil/ curtain in the temple was torn in two from top to bottom (23:45, Mark 15:38). If it had been torn by men it would have been from bottom to top. This tearing of the curtain was God’s doing. It was God speaking inside the temple, where his presence was symbolized on the cover of the Ark of the Covenant. The priests in there must have got a shock when this happened. The high priest may well have been there after having Jesus hung on the cross. 

This was a huge, highly decorated curtain. It was made from blue, purple and scarlet thread, and some 14m long. It separated the Most Holy Place from the Holy Place. Behind the curtain was the Ark. Only the high priest, once a year, was allowed to go behind this curtain- and then not without blood (Heb 9:7). The writer to the Hebrews says that, ‘this was symbolic in that the way into the Holiest of All was not yet revealed’ (Heb 9:8). Well, it was revealed at the moment Jesus died on the cross. 

The curtain was torn apart, opening the way into the presence of God. No longer could only the high priest enter in. No longer was animal blood needed to enter in; Christ’s blood became the way of entering into the throne room of God. A new way and a better way was opened in Jesus Christ. We can come directly to God when we come through the way opened for us by Jesus as he died on the cross. ‘This is my body broken for you’ is what we remember in the Lord’s Supper (1Cor 11:24). 

The old dispensation was finished. Did the priests try patching the curtain so as to continue ministering the old dispensation? If so it would have been futile. After just forty years the whole temple was destroyed and animal sacrifices ceased. The old dispensation has gone forever. It gave way to the new dispensation the day Jesus died on the cross. 

2. Person of Jesus

From God in heaven speaking through the darkness, and the tearing of the curtain in the temple, Luke turns to Jesus speaking from the cross. This is the last of his seven words from the cross. Luke records Jesus’ first words, a prayer for his persecutors to be forgiven, and then his second word, ‘Today you will be with me in Paradise’ (23:34, 43). Now we hear his final words from the cross, ‘Father, into your hands I commit my spirit’ (23:46). It was his last word because after this he breathed his last, or as the KJV has it, ‘He gave up the ghost’. Luke does not record the cry, ‘My God, My God, why have you forsaken me’ (Mark 15; 34), which must have been made shortly before this final cry. Both cries were in a loud voice, which is amazing considering it was his last breath. 

What this cry indicates is that Jesus was in fact giving up his life on his terms; Pilate was surprised to learn that Jesus had died so quickly (Mark 15:44). Jesus once said, ‘I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of myself’ (John 10:17, 18). Jesus did not lay down his life until the exact moment determined by the Father. As Peter preached at Pentecost, ‘Him being delivered up by the determined foreknowledge of God, you have taken by lawless hands, have crucified and put to death’ (Acts 2:23). 

When Stephen was stoned by the Jews, and was breathing his last, he said, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit’ (Acts 7:59). He was calm in the face of death, just like Jesus. We also should be calm in the face of death, and be ready to say, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit’. This is the death of a believer. ‘We should regard death as a vanquished enemy, whose sting has been taken away by Christ’s death’ says Ryle.

The words Jesus spoke are words of Scripture. Jesus was fully aware that he was fulfilling all Scripture- all that was written about him in the OT. His cry about being forsaken by God was from Psalm 22:1. His cry about giving up his spirit was from Psalm 31:5. The gospel of Jesus Christ is found in many of the Psalms- as well as in the Prophets and the Law. We do not agree with those who think we have to write new songs about Jesus, or put the gospel into the Psalms. We rejoice in the gospel as we sing the Psalms together. 

In breathing his last, Jesus committed his spirit into the hands of the Father. Remember what we saw with the penitent thief- ‘today’ his spirit would be with Jesus in Paradise. Jesus is unique in that he came down from heaven with a divine nature or spirit. He was always one with the Father; until this hour of darkness when he was bearing our sin and was forsaken by God. Geldenhuys writes, ‘It was a time of utter spiritual darkness that the Son of God had to pass through, as the Substitute for the guilty world’. Our salvation has come at such great cost. Never forget this!

3. People at the cross

The mood of the people at Calvary suddenly changed when they were enveloped in darkness, and as the ground beneath them shook. The mocking stopped. Amazement and wonder entered their hearts- not to mention fear. They saw strange things. They heard strange things from the lips of the King of the Jews. He spoke as no other man- even from the cross. The loud cry of Jesus piercing the darkness must have shaken them to the core. Could it be that this man was who he said he was? They all went home beating their breasts (23:48). Some from this crowd were probably among the five hundred who soon saw the risen Jesus (1Cor 15). Many would have been in the crowd at Pentecost to hear Peter declare, ‘God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ’. ‘And that day about three thousand souls were added to them’ (Acts 2:36, 41).

Standing off at some distance from the cross, and watching everything, were Jesus’ ‘acquaintances, and the women who followed him from Galilee’ (23:49). Among these women, according to the other gospels, were Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses, Salome and Mary the mother of Jesus. These women from Galilee would later see the body of Jesus taken down from the cross and buried by Joseph and Nicodemus. There is no mention of the disciples apart from John.

Finally we come to the Roman centurion who supervised the crucifixion. We come to another individual who was deeply moved by what he saw and heard that day with regard to Jesus of Nazareth. It was a tragic day, the darkest day in human history; the sinless Son of God was condemned and killed by wicked and sinful men. Yet a beam of light shines out of this darkness- two beams in fact. We saw the first in the penitent thief who, repenting of his sin, turned to Jesus on the cross next to him, and received the wonderful grace of Jesus Christ. As Jesus breathed his last another man, this time a Gentile, turned to glorify God saying, ‘Certainly this was a righteous man’ (23:47). Mark has, ‘This man was the Son of God’ (Mark 15:39). The thief used the word ‘just’; he understood his condemnation was just but that of Jesus was not. The centurion used the word ‘righteous’ which is the same word in the Greek. He to, in the end, believed that Jesus was innocent. He even believed that Jesus is the Son of God. 

A righteous man. A man like no other, dying on the cross. A man who is the Son of God. Did this Gentile believe in Jesus Christ that day? Jesus did not get to tell him he was saved so we do not know for certain if he was. But a man who understands true justice is a man who understands he is a sinner. A man who says of Jesus dying on the cross that he is the Son of God must be close to the kingdom of God.   

The burial of Jesus                                           

Luke 23:50-56
‘He was cut off from the land of the living; for the transgressions of my people he was stricken. And they made his grave with the wicked- but with the rich in his death’ (Isa 53:8-9). The prophet Isaiah spoke these words in the eight century BC. We see these words fulfilled in this passage from Luke’s gospel- and in all the other gospels. The burial of Jesus is recorded in very similar detail in all four gospels. It is somewhat strange that neither Matthew nor John refer to the Isaiah prophecy since they refer to numerous other prophecies being fulfilled in the death of Jesus. Isaiah’s prophecy is in total agreement with what is recorded in the gospels. There can be no questioning of the fact or the nature of Jesus’ burial. The exact place is not known, even though a church has been built on the supposed site. 

Darkness came over the whole land from midday until 3pm on the Friday, the Day of Preparation for the Sabbath (23:54). Do keep in mind that for the Jews the day began at sundown or 6pm. The Jews did not allow bodies to remain on the cross during the holy Sabbath. So they asked Pilate for the legs of the crucified men to be broken to hasten death, and have them removed from the cross before 6pm. It sometimes took days for a crucified man to die. When they came to Jesus they found he was already dead so they did not break his legs (John 19:31, 33). When Pilate was told that Jesus was already dead that afternoon he was surprised (Mark 15:44). 

1. Who was Joseph?

Joseph of Arimathea is mentioned in all four gospels. He shows up to take the body of Jesus down from the cross, and bury it according to Jewish custom. We have not heard of this Joseph before, and do not hear of him again. He was from Arimathea, a village in the hill country of Ephraim, northwest of Jerusalem, but was now settled in Jerusalem. What else does Luke tell us about him? Firstly, he was one of seventy members of the Sanhedrin, the council of Jewish leaders. This was the council that put Jesus on trial and condemned him to death. Joseph did not consent to this decision and action (23:51). He may even have been absent at this hastily convened, early morning meeting of the council. 

Secondly, Joseph was a good and just man (23:50). As such he stood out in this council! He would not approve of the unjust way Jesus was treated. Joseph was actually a disciple of Jesus (Mat 27:57), a secret disciple for fear of the Jews (John 19:38). The Jewish leaders threatened to excommunicate anyone who said Jesus was the Christ (John 9:22). Thirdly, Joseph was waiting for the kingdom of God (23:51). This goes along with him being a disciple of Jesus. He must have heard Jesus preaching about the kingdom of God and believed in Jesus. The other gospels tell a bit more about Joseph. Matthew tells us he was a rich man, and Mark, a respected member of the council. As a rich man he could afford his own grave. This ties in with Isaiah’s words about Messiah, about his grave being with the rich. 

Joseph acted with courage in asking for the body of Jesus (Mark 15:43). John tells us that Nicodemus, another secret searcher, if not disciple of Jesus, came to help Joseph in burying Jesus (John 19:39). Joseph required courage because the Jews would have frowned upon such sympathy being shown towards their enemy, even when he was dead. Moreover, Joseph had to go to the Roman Governor, who was none too happy with any Jew by the end of this tragic day. 

We could again ask where the eleven disciples were at this time. Where was Peter, the man who said he was ready to die for Jesus? John was around, but it was this secret disciple who courageously came forward to bury the body of our Lord, and his Lord. We might wonder how many other secret disciples Jesus had at this time. Looking back to the time of King Ahab, we see that there were seven thousand who had no bowed the knee to Baal; and Elijah thought he was alone as a man of God (1Kings 19:18).  

How many secret disciples does Jesus have today? Very few in our society, I trust. However, in some places you may find many. We do not encourage secret disciples but for some, being known as a disciple of Jesus can mean death. In India young converts from Hinduism or Islam might face expulsion from their families and even death. We had to remind them however, of what Jesus said; ‘Whoever denies me before men, him I will also deny before my Father in heaven’ (Mat 10:33). In the providence of God, some who confessed Christ before their families saw their family converted, while others had to flee for their lives. Keeping your faith secret for fear of losing friends or not getting a job, is not an option for a true believer. 

2. What Joseph did

Joseph got the courage to go to Pilate and ask for the body of Jesus. Not only would Pilate have been in a bad mood, but this was not the done thing. Most men who were crucified were criminals, and no one wanted to be associated with a criminal. A relative might come and take the body, but not a rich and prominent member of society like Joseph. Executed criminals were bundled off to some dishonoured site for burial, if not consigned to the rubbish heap. Jesus was assigned to be buried with the wicked, as Isaiah said (Isa 53:9) - until courageous Joseph came along. Joseph wanted Jesus to have a decent burial; he was after all the King of the Jews.

Pilate gave Joseph permission to take the body of Jesus, after checking with his centurion that Jesus was actually dead. Joseph went to the cross of Jesus and took down the body- presumably with the help of the centurion. He carefully wrapped the body in fine linen, as was the custom (23:53). Nicodemus came along with spices (a mix of myrrh and aloes) to put inside the linen shroud (John 19:39, 40). They carried the body to a tomb nearby which belonged to Joseph. It was a new tomb where no one had yet been buried. Tombs were cut out of the rock face and could house a number of bodies. But this tomb had never been used. They put the wrapped body of Jesus in the tomb and rolled a great stone across the entrance (Mat 27:60). They did this before the beginning of the Sabbath day at 6pm that evening (23:54). 

So Jesus who was crucified as a criminal; his body would have been thrown into a mass grave, had not Joseph come to take and bury him in the tomb of a rich man, according to the word of God through Isaiah the prophet. Jesus was given a proper burial according to Jewish custom. He was declared dead by professional executioners. He was taken to be dead, and buried by two respected members of the Jewish council. The Jewish leaders would soon claim that his body was stolen, but no one claimed Jesus was not actually dead, not until recent times. 

3. Women watching

In addition to the ‘coma theory', once put forward in denial of the resurrection of Jesus, there is the theory that the women went to the wrong tomb on Sunday morning. What we read here in Luke and in the other gospels, shows this theory also ignores the facts. We read that the women who had come from Galilee with Jesus, ‘observed the tomb and how his body was laid’ (23:55). Two women are named by Matthew and Mark. They were disciples of Jesus who, with great sorrow, watched him die on the cross and then watched to see where his body was laid to rest. They planned to return after the Sabbath and anoint the body of their Lord, and our Lord, with spices and fragrant oils (23:56).

These women put first things first. They had their priorities right. Their desire to anoint the body of Jesus was most admirable. Doing so would demonstrate great love and devotion for a fellow human being- or in this case the Son of God. We might think such a loving act would take precedence over keeping the Sabbath day holy and resting on the Sabbath. But this was not how these faithful followers of Jesus thought. These women, who listened for hours and days to the teaching of Jesus, even to things not recorded in the Bible (John 20:30); these women rested on the Sabbath according to the commandment (23:56). 

What would you have done in this situation? Some people claim that love for family or friends takes priority over keeping the commandment, but not these godly women. Some people choose to break the commandment to attend a wedding or a party so as not to disappoint family or friends. Would these women have done such a thing? Some people claim that Jesus did not re-affirm the Sabbath command so it no longer applies. These women, who listened carefully to all that Jesus taught, did not think Jesus did away with this commandment. Where do people get this idea that the Sabbath commandment is no longer valid- certainly not from the Bible!

Jesus instituted a new covenant in his blood. Now he was dead, shortly to rise again. No one who followed Jesus at this time thought he cancelled the Sabbath command. So why do people think like this today? Could it be that, like Eve, they are listening to the wrong voice? Eve listened to the devil saying, ‘Did God really say?’ What Jesus really said was, ‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath’ (Mark 2:47). Sabbath rest is part of the creation order; not just a command for the Jews under the old covenant. The argument that it was Saturday and not Sunday as we have it, is specious; as is the argument that Sunday is not a day of rest in places like the Middle East. The principle of one day in seven is clearly commanded in Scripture. J. C. Ryle says of these women resting on the Sabbath, according to the command; ‘It is good for body, mind and soul; it is good for the nation which observes it, and for the church which gives it honour. It is but a few steps from “no Sabbath” to “no God”’. These women certainly lost nothing by keeping the Sabbath. Indeed, their gain was beyond measure when they went to the tomb very early on the morning after the Sabbath day.  
He is not here; He is risen                                      Luke 24:1-12

The crucifixion and the resurrection are central to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Both are central. You cannot have one without the other. If Jesus did not die you are still in your sin because without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness (Heb 9:22- and animal blood is of no use). If Jesus did not rise from the dead you are likewise still in your sin (1Cor 15:17). Moreover, without the resurrection of Jesus we have no hope beyond the grave. Being forgiven to enjoy life only in this fallen world is pointless. You can do that without the cross and the resurrection.

All four gospels focus strongly on the last week of Jesus’ life, and especially on the Friday of that week when he was condemned and crucified. They all write of his death on the cross and his burial by Joseph of Arimathea on the Friday evening, with the women watching on. The women and the disciples spent the Sabbath in rest and worship, but also mourning the death of their beloved Master and Lord. There was some activity on the Sabbath in other places; the chief priests and Pharisees went to Pilate to get the tomb of Jesus made secure, lest the disciples come and steal the body (Mat 27:62f). 

The women from Galilee wanted to anoint the body of Jesus in his burial, but ran out of time on the Friday. They rested on the Sabbath, but when it was over, at sunrise on the Sunday morning, they were up and on their way to the tomb. What they thought would be a sad and solemn duty turned out to be something very different. We will look at four aspects of what happened on this Sunday morning, as told by Luke: spices, stone, shining angels, and sceptics.

1. Spices

The women saw where Jesus was buried on the Friday. They were going back to this place with spices they had bought when the Sabbath was over on Saturday night (Mark 16:1). They took spices to complete the burial custom of the Jews. They wanted their Master to be buried in the proper manner. They would not have been taking spices if they had not expected the body of Jesus to be in the tomb. As it turned out, their spices were not needed.

Despite the number of times Jesus spoke about his impending death, and his being raised after three days (e.g. Luke 9:22), these faithful women expected to find the body of Jesus in the tomb. When Martha was told by Jesus that Lazarus would rise again, she said, ‘I know he will rise in the resurrection at the last day’ (John 11:24). Maybe these women thought Jesus was talking about the last day when he spoke about his resurrection. Note that when Lazarus came out of the grave after four days he was still bound with grave cloths, which had to be taken off for him. At the tomb of Jesus it was very different.

2. Stone

When the women arrived at the tomb in the early morning they found the stone rolled away (24:2). There was enough light for them to find their way and locate the tomb. There was no question of them being at the wrong tomb. Mark tells us that on the way they were discussing who would roll the stone away to give them access to the body (Mark 16:3). There were three women at least, but it was a very large stone. Matthew writes of an angel of the Lord rolling the stone away (Mat 28:2). How ever the stone was moved, all four gospels tell us it was rolled away when the women arrived. The women did not expect the stone to be rolled away but they went into the tomb anyway; and what did they find? They did not find the body of the Lord Jesus (24:3). What a surprise! They were at a loss as to what was going on. 

‘Who moved the stone’ is the title of a classic book on the resurrection, written by Frank Morrison in 1987. A journalist, he was influenced by sceptics and set out to prove the story of Christ’s resurrection was only a myth. His meticulous, lawyer-like examination of the evidence led him to believe all that is written in the Bible, and personally believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

3. Shining angels

Morrison, like many, did not believe in angels before examining the evidence. Luke was not a lawyer but a physician; he also examined the evidence very carefully. He sought out eyewitnesses of events before writing this gospel. He records that the women saw two men in shining garments standing nearby (24:4). The women were scared and hid their faces. Who were these two men? They are later called angels in Luke’s account (24:23). The other gospels refer to only one man in white, or one angel, probably because only one spoke to the women. 

The women were startled by the sight of angels, and even more startled by the words they spoke. The angels or angel said, ‘Why do you seek the living among the dead? He is not here, but is risen’ (24:5, 6). The women were in a cemetery, yet were rebuked by the angels for looking for a dead Jesus. Jesus is the source of life. He is the Lord of life. He said, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life’ and, ‘I am the bread of life' (John 14:6, 6:35). It was not possible that he should be held by the grave, as Peter proclaimed at Pentecost. 

Heavenly messengers feature in Luke’s account of the incarnation, and now in his resurrection account. The angel Gabriel appeared and spoke to Zacharias, and to Mary. An angel appeared to the shepherds with a message about Jesus being born- 'who is the Lord'. Here at the resurrection of Jesus, and his return to heaven, angels feature again in telling the women, ‘He is not here, he is risen’ (24:6). What glorious news! We might have expected the women to jump for joy and praise God. But it would take some time for this good news to sink in. Matthew writes, ‘They went from the tomb with fear and great joy’ (Mat 28:8). They were perplexed, hardly daring to believe the unbelievable. 

Their immediate thought, or that of Mary Magdalene anyway, was that someone had taken the body of Jesus away (John 20:2, 15). But this is not what the angels said. They said that Jesus is risen. They reminded the women of words that Jesus himself spoke when he was with them in Galilee. They referred to words recorded in Luke 9:22 and 18:33- words that Jesus spoke to his disciples. As the light grew brighter that Sunday morning, so, with the help of the angels, the light of understanding grew in the hearts of these women. They remembered the words of Jesus. Jesus really did say he would rise again on the third day. They did not understand then, but they were beginning to understand now. 

‘Dullness of memory is a common spiritual disease among believers’ writes J C Ryle. How quickly we forget what we read or hear from the Bible. How often we need reminding of what is written in the word of God. Some do not even hear in the first place; they are Biblically illiterate. Every word written in the Bible is inspired by God, or God- breathed. We believe in the verbal inspiration of the entire Bible. It is so important for children to learn what is written in the Bible; pray that it will remain with them all their days. Poems and songs are an aid to memory. The Jews sang the Psalms, and knew them well- it is the most quoted book in the NT. When I ask our four-year-old granddaughter a verse she starts singing it. We had a great time at the breakfast table the other day- she said a verse, then I said a verse, and on we went. 

The women were perplexed because they had forgotten what Jesus said. Too often we get perplexed; we get upset and worried about this or that because we forget what Jesus said, and what is written in the Bible. Remember, what is written is from God, and it is for our teaching, our correction and our training in righteousness (2Tim 3:16). The Bible is for reading, not for taking up shelf space.

4. Sceptics

After seeing the empty tomb and the angels, the women were perplexed, wondering what was going on. Meanwhile, the apostles were back in the city, huddled together for fear of the Jews. The women decided to go and tell them what they had seen and heard (24:9). Mary Magdalene may have run off first, leaving the others behind (John 20:2). She, and all the women, including Joanna and Mary, the mother of James, and Salome (24:10, Mat 16:1), went and told the apostles about the missing body of Jesus, and the angels who said Jesus was alive (24:22-23). After running all the way back, these women would have been out of breath, as well as excited. The apostles thought they were talking nonsense and did not believe them (24:11). What they said was beyond belief. The apostles were in a state of shock and mourning themselves. They were not waiting for news that Jesus was risen from the dead. They were very sceptical of the report of these women, even though they knew them well. 

Peter especially, was mourning the death of Jesus since he had denied him at the end. Peter always looked to the facts of the matter, and was always the first to act. He was impetuous, as well as bold. On this occasion he got up and ran to the tomb to check things out for himself (24:12). He probably thought he could quickly find the body and sort things out. John also went with Peter, and arrived at the tomb first, according to John’s own account- but Peter went in first (John 20:4-6). What did they find as they looked inside the tomb? Did these sceptics find the body of Jesus? No. All they found were the linen cloths in which the body had been wrapped. These were lying by themselves, without a body (24:12). The burial cloths were still there, but there was no corpse. At this sight, John believed (John 20:8). Peter went home marveling at what had happened (24:12). He also would soon believe that Jesus really was risen from the dead, just as he told them. 

Could the body of Jesus have been stolen, as the guards were bribed to say (Mat 28:13), and as many still say today. They were told to say the disciples came in the night and stole the body while they slept- we are not supposed to ask how they knew it was the disciples if they were sleeping! The Jews were actually worried at what Jesus said about rising from the dead after three days. That is why they had the tomb sealed and a guard posted. It is not often you see the dead being guarded! So who stole the body? Certainly not the Jews. And if they had relocated it somewhere they would certainly have produced it when the disciples started preaching that Jesus is risen from the dead. What about the disciples? From what we read here, and from a basic understanding of human behaviour, we conclude that they were in no mood, or mind, to be stealing a body from a tomb in the night. 

The facts carefully recorded in the gospels is that the body of Jesus was gone but the grave clothes were still in place. Anyone stealing a body would not go to the trouble of unwrapping it- and they would not put the cloths back as they were. This is beyond all credibility. Furthermore, if the disciples had stolen the body of Jesus, and then preached a giant hoax, they would certainly not have suffered and died for this hoax. Yet the apostles were later incarcerated and killed for preaching the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

‘He is not here; he is risen’. The resurrection of Jesus is not a myth- a miracle, yes, but a myth, no! If you believe Jesus died on the cross to take away your sins, you must also believe he rose again from the dead after three days for your justification (Rom 4:25). He rose from the grave triumphant over sin and death. Because Jesus lives, you who believe in him also live; and at the last day you will be raised to live with him for ever.  

Encounter on the Emmaus road-1                               
Luke 24:13-27

We have just read one of the most intriguing stories in the Bible; the appearance of the risen Jesus to two disciples on the road to Emmaus. From this story we learn that everyone in Jerusalem knew about the crucifixion of Jesus. This was headline news in the city. The breaking news was a report from some women that the body of Jesus could not be found, and that they had seen a vision of angels. We can imagine journalists chasing the women to get their story. Having got this first hand report, they would then have contacted experts for their opinion. They will ask the professor of medicine, an expert on ageing no less, if it is possible for a person to come alive after three days in the tomb, and he would say, ‘No way! It is unheard of and impossible’. They will contact a politician to get their opinion; ‘I have not heard this report; but we will discuss it in cabinet and tell you our decision’ he will say. They will contact a religious leader. This will be a jackpot because the chief priests and Pharisees have an explanation; ‘The disciples came at night and stole the body’. And can you believe it, the police agree! We should not be too hard on the press because even the disciples of Jesus were sceptical at first. 

Only Luke records this particular resurrection appearance of Jesus. It is a detailed account of how the   disciples were thinking and assessing recent events, how Jesus thought they should be thinking and assessing these vents and of how these two disciples suddenly recognised the risen Jesus. As readers we engage the story, wanting to tell the two men, ‘Hey! that is Jesus who is walking with you!’ Jesus himself is constrained, not giving away his identity. Then there is the touch and go moment; ‘will Jesus go on, or will he stay the night with them?’ After recognising Jesus, they are so excited that they run back to the brothers in the city, only to learn that Jesus had also appeared to Peter. As we look at the Emmaus road section of the account today we have three subheadings: Conversation, Counsellor and Christ in the OT.

1. Conversation

When the Sabbath was over the women went to anoint the body of Jesus. They found the tomb empty but saw angels who said he was alive. They ran to tell these things to the eleven and all the rest (24:9). The two disciples on the road must have been among, ‘all the rest’. They heard the women’s report and also the report of Peter and John, and then they left Jerusalem. They were not aware of any resurrection appearance of Jesus- Jesus appeared to Mary at the tomb after Peter and John had left (John 20:16). The two disciples were walking home to Emmaus, a village just over 10km from Jerusalem (24:13). As they walked they talked. They talked about all the things that had happened (24:14); presumably the way Jesus was taken and crucified, and then the reports of the empty tomb, and the women seeing angels. They were perplexed. They were searching for answers. The best place to search would have been in the Scriptures, but discussing important life and death matters with fellow travellers was also good.

Walking the road that is the Christian life is not easy. We often struggle to find answers, both in the big picture and the small picture. We often need help and encouragement. Prayer and Bible are our first point of call, but God has also given us a fellowship of believers. We are to share things and encourage one another (Heb 10:25). We should be discussing spiritual things, encouraging one another and building one another up in the Lord (1Thes 5:11). Our conversation should be more than the weather, politics, sport and family. If we are talking about these things, let it be with reference to God’s power and providence. 

The Lord delights to hear us talking about him- both sharing together and telling others about him.  Remember the words of Moses about teaching children- talk with them about the Lord when you sit in your house, when you walk by the way, when you lie down and when you rise up (Deut 6:7). Apart from worship, where you do not get to say much, we have Bible study and prayer where you can discuss spiritual things. Beyond this we have other informal times, when we can talk about the Lord and raise questions we might have. A disciple of Jesus enjoys talking about his Master and Lord, just like these two men on the road to Emmaus. J.C. Ryle writes, ‘If we believe we are journeying to heaven where Christ will be the central object of every mind, let us begin to learn the manners of heaven while we are yet upon earth’.

2. Counsellor comes

After joining these two men on the road, Jesus asked them what kind of conversation they were having (24:17). They were obviously sad and probably walking slowly. Jesus came up from behind- they assumed he was coming from Jerusalem. The men were surprised he was not downcast like them. They were taken aback by this stranger’s question, and stopped to answer him. At this stage they were kept from recognising him (24:16). 

It was Cleopas who answered this stranger’s question (24:18). We know nothing about this man apart from what Luke tells us here- a man who belonged to the company of disciples (24:22,24). It is interesting that Luke does not name the other person. Some say it may have been Luke himself, but Luke was a Gentile and was not from Emmaus. He might name Cleopas because he was the one who answered Jesus; he may also have given Luke this eyewitness account. Luke must have appreciated such a detailed resurrection story, just as we do. 

Cleopas was astounded that this man coming from Jerusalem did not appear to know what things had happened there in the last few days. The whole city knew about the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth. If this man did not know he must have been the only one who didn’t (24:18). Jesus said to them, ‘What things?’ Note the irony. He was at the very centre of ‘these things’ but does not disclose this to these two men. Some liken this to Joseph in Egypt when he spoke to his brothers without revealing himself to them. Joseph, like Jesus, was an excellent counsellor. 

One thing I remember from a counselling course was the importance of listening. I was sharing this with my wife the other day; she is a better listener than me! It is the hardest thing to do- to listen. We know the answer to the question and rush in to tell this to the other person, but the good counsellor stops to listen further. Jesus knew everything Cleopas told him, and could answer all his questions, but he waited for this man to articulate what they knew, and what was in their hearts. Jesus did not need to be told, but they needed to tell what was on their mind and in their heart. Moreover, we learn how his disciples were at this time looking at him and his mission. 

‘Jesus of Nazareth was a prophet, mighty in deed and word before God and all the people’ (24:19). To be regarded as a prophet was much better that being called a blasphemer worthy of death, but Jesus was more than a prophet. A prophet was a man called by God to be his mouthpiece. John the Baptist, the last of the OT prophets, came preaching repentance, for the kingdom of God was at hand. Jesus also preached this message but called the kingdom ‘my kingdom’; ‘My kingdom is not of this world’ (John 18:36). Cleopas accepted the mighty works and marvellous teaching of Jesus, but did not accept him as Messiah- not after Jesus was crucified. He was probably in the crowd that welcomed Jesus as their Messiah on Palm Sunday- but what sort of Messiah?  They hoped he would redeem Israel (24:11). By this they meant deliver, or set free from Roman oppression, just as Moses delivered them from Pharaoh’s oppression. They overlooked the fact that to redeem a man is costly (Ps 49:8).   

Jesus entered the city in triumph but by the end of the week was dead. He could not deliver them now. Ironically, it was not the Romans who wanted him dead but his own people; the chief priests and rulers delivered him up to be condemned and crucified (24:20). Besides, it was now three days since this happened (24:21). Was this just an observation, or did this number ring some bell with them? Did they remember Jesus speaking about rising on the third day? He told them enough times! The chief priests and Pharisees remembered him saying this (Mat 27:63).  

Cleopas mentioned the report of the women, which amazed everyone; but he did not give it much credence. How could Jesus possibly be alive? They must have been dreaming. But then some men of their company went and found things just as the women had said (24:24). There was no corpse in the tomb; ‘Him they did not see’ (24:24). Just the linen burial cloths were lying there. These two men had obviously heard about Peter and John visiting the tomb. Yet they clearly did not believe that Jesus was risen from the dead. They were in mourning, saddened by the death of a great Prophet of God. Their thinking was about to dramatically change. As the Psalmist writes, ‘You have changed my mourning into dancing’ (Ps 30:11). 

3. Christ in the OT

Cleopas finished sharing the things that had recently happened in Jerusalem, and his own understanding of these things. Now it was time for this man who had joined them on the road to Emmaus to speak- and speak he did! They had been a bit critical of him for not knowing what had happened in Jerusalem. Jesus turns to criticise them for not knowing what is written in the Bible. He calls them foolish or dull, and slow to believe ‘all that the prophets have spoken’ (24:25). The ‘all’ is emphatic, probably indicating how they had selected certain parts and rejected or ignored other parts of Scripture. 

In their desire to be delivered from the Romans, they had overlooked or ignored passages referring to the suffering of Messiah. Their hope that He was going to redeem Israel was limited in nature, and in scope. They saw the glory but not the suffering. They thought Jesus would step forward in power to crush the Romans and restore Israel. This is the Jewish hope still today- and the hope of some Christians. Jesus reminded them that it was essential that the Christ suffer these things, and then enter his glory (24:26). It is written there in Isaiah 53, Psalm 22, and other passages. Geldenhuys writes, ‘If they had known the Scriptures and really believed in the living God they would have known  ... that He was to suffer and to die and thus attain to glory’. Their one-eyed view of Scripture led them to despair at Messiah’s death; a two-eyed view would have led to rejoicing. Beware of a one-eyed view which comes from selective reading. Some men preach this very passage again and again when the passage itself says to look at all the words of the prophets, or all that is written in the Bible.

Since they had failed to read all that was written, and understand that it was all about Christ Jesus, he graciously proceeded to explain to them all the Scriptures (24:27). He began with Moses, the very beginning of the Bible, finding things about the Christ in the Pentateuch. As early as Genesis 3:15 we find a prophecy about Jesus. Indeed, in the first chapter of the Bible there is a reference to the plurality of the godhead; ‘Let us make man in our image, according to our likeness’ (Gen 1:26). If they had difficulty with Jesus being equal with the Father they should read this chapter carefully.

Would you like to have been on the Emmaus road, listening to Jesus explain all the Scriptures? It would have been great. The two men later said how their hearts burned within as he spoke (24:32). But don’t forget the rebuke the men received from Jesus about being slow to listen and selective in their reading. We do not need Jesus to appear and speak to us, because we have the Bible and his Spirit also. Jesus has returned to heaven anyway. We do not look for apparitions of Jesus, for visions or for dreams; we look to the Scriptures because they tell us all we need to know about Jesus; ‘Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God’ (Rom 10:17).  
Encounter on the Emmaus road- 2                                 Luke 24:28-35

Have you ever tried to learn another language? When we went to India we had to learn Hindi. In language school I was taught grammar and vocabulary day after day. Some days it was so confusing I felt like giving up; they have four different ‘k’s and four ‘t’s. But I had a good teacher who persisted with me and explained everything. Then one day it all seemed to fall into place. I could say a sentence, and write a sentence in Hindi. Learning the language helped me to understand the people and their culture. 

Cleopas and his friend had been reading the Bible, or listening to the rabbi’s read it, for years. They found the teaching about the Messiah confusing. Messiah would come as the anointed of God to deliver them from bondage, which for them was the Romans ruling over them. They thought Jesus was the Messiah, but then he was arrested and killed. As they trudged along the road home, discussing all these things and getting more confused, a man joined them, and started explaining everything to them. He explained that the Messiah or Christ had to suffer, just like Jesus of Nazareth suffered and died in Jerusalem in the past week, and then enter his glory. They were also trying to understand reports that the body of Jesus was no longer in the tomb, and that he was risen.

1. Village

Cleopas and his fellow disciple were coming to the end of their 10km walk from Jerusalem to Emmaus. A stranger had been with them for much of the journey, explaining how all the Scriptures pointed to the Messiah, and the kingdom of God. Arriving at their home town, the stranger acted as if he would keep going (24:28). It was not his home town- maybe his place was further on. But it was getting late, and being on the road at night was not safe. Highway robbers and wild beasts could attack in the dark. So the two disciples urged this stranger to stay with them for the night. Such hospitality was common in those days, as it is in many societies today. 

Some readers get disturbed with the word ‘indicated’, or ‘acted as if’ in verse 28. They see it as Jesus not being entirely honest. Jesus does know all things and knew he would stay with them, but he does not force himself on people. We can imagine Jesus simply saying, ‘bye’ and moving off, before they ‘constrained’ him. He was not being dishonest or deceiving anyone. 

What great blessing these two men received after this act of hospitality. ‘Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some have unwittingly entertained angels’ (Heb 13:2) - I wonder if the writer to the Hebrews had this story in mind! Geldenhuys says that if they had not invited Jesus, ‘they would have forfeited the inexpressible privilege of discovering that it was their risen Lord who had been with them, and had instructed them’.  

The two men invited this stranger in; they strongly urged him to stay with them. The Greek word has the sense of using force. Maybe you have strongly urged or even forced someone to stay with you at some time.  In India people will grab your bag so you have to follow them into the house! Ryle makes the point that, ‘Our Lord loves to be entreated’. He says, ‘Let us ask much and ask often, and lose nothing for want of asking'. Remember how Jacob wrestled with the Lord at Peniel, saying, ‘I will not let you go until you bless me’ (Gen 32:26). Have you ever done this- wrestled with the Lord in prayer? ‘Behold, I stand at the door and knock’ says the Lord (Rev 3:20). Will you open the door and invite him in? Will you run out the door and down to the front gate to grab Him as he passes by your house? The Lord loves to be entreated. You will never know the wonderful blessings you missed out on if you let the Lord walk on by.

2. Vanished

Inside the house the table was set and Jesus joined them at the table (24:30). The custom was to break bread with a prayer of thanks before eating- this was usually done by the host. On this occasion the guest ‘took bread, blessed it and broke it, and gave it to them’ (24:30). Many Roman Catholic commentators, and some Protestants, say this was the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper, but this ‘seems far- fetched’, as Morris says. In doing this they recognised Jesus, but this does not mean it was the Lord’s Supper. There was no wine, and the ‘sacrament’ was never completed if it was such. Besides, these disciples had not seen Jesus institute the Lord’s Supper. It may have been that they remembered him giving thanks and breaking bread to feed the multitudes. 

It was as Jesus broke the bread and blessed it that, ‘their eyes were opened and they knew/recognised him’ (24:31). But this does not mean it was the Lord’s Supper, as we have just indicated. There are a few things that may, individually or collectively, have led them to recognise Jesus at this point. Firstly, there is the way in which he broke the bread and prayed. The only begotten Son spoke with his Father in a unique way. But secondly, the text simply says, ‘their eyes were opened’, just as their eyes were previously kept from recognising him (24:16). Who kept them from recognising him? Who opened their eyes? Was it not the Lord himself? Jesus did not tell them directly who he was, but in taking the bread as he did he was deliberately revealing himself. The third thing that may have led to them recognising Jesus was his nailed-pierced hands. In taking the bread they might have seen his hands for the first time. Jesus invited Thomas to put his finger into his nail-pierced hands (John 20:27). 

We are not told much about the risen body of Jesus; we would not be able to comprehend much anyway! Yet, as just mentioned, he did bear the marks of being crucified- which is somewhat surprising in a perfected resurrection body. He also ate with the disciples (24:43). However, he could vanish at any moment, as he did while sitting to eat with these two men from Emmaus. The incarnate Jesus ate and drank, the dead Jesus had nail-pierced hands, and the resurrected Jesus could vanish at any moment. This was the same Jesus they listened to and ate with in Galilee and Jerusalem, the same Jesus who was nailed to the cross and buried, the same Jesus they now saw alive, even as he vanished from their sight. Truly, their eyes were opened, opened to the most wonderful things any man or women could ever see. Are your eyes opened to this amazing truth? ‘The word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld his glory, the glory of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth’ (John1:14).

3. Very hour

After Jesus vanished (the Greek word is phantos), Cleopas and his friend reflected on the time they had just spent with ‘the stranger’ on the road. They listened to him explain the Scriptures, making it clear that Messiah had to suffer before entering into his glory. They now knew a lot more about the glory of the Lord. As they listened their hearts burned within them (24:32). As they listened the light shone ever brighter in their hearts. Now the light burst upon them even brighter than the midday sun. They could not contain the joy and rejoicing that was in their hearts. They must have been jumping with joy and praising God. 

Their hearts were overflowing with excitement. They got up at once to return to Jerusalem (24:33). They did not bother about food. They did not bother about the darkness, and the dangers on the road at night.  They got up at that very hour and set out for Jerusalem. They wanted to share this amazing news with the eleven and the rest who were gathered in the upper room in Jerusalem; ‘Jesus is risen- we have seen him!’ 

Cleopas and his fellow disciple probably arrived back in Jerusalem around 9pm. When they arrived they were told, ‘the Lord is risen indeed, and had appeared to Simon!’ (24:34). Not that this dampened their excitement; it just confirmed what they were going to say. They told the gathering that they had also seen Jesus- he walked with them on the road and they recognised him when he broke bread (24:35). Mark refers to the appearance of Jesus to these two men on the road, and to them telling the rest, but ‘they did not believe them’ (Mark 16:13). It was hard to believe that Jesus was risen, and none of his disciples believed at first. But the evidence was mounting up. The tomb was empty and they could not find the dead body of Jesus. The women spoke of seeing angels and being told, ‘He is not here, he is risen’. 

Jesus appeared to Mary Magdalene as she stood alone at the grave weeping (John 20:14f). Luke records the fourth appearance of Jesus since his resurrection, his appearance to Simon Peter (24:34). The apostle Paul writes of the Lord’s appearance to Peter (1Cor 15:5). By this time John and Peter believed Jesus was risen. What about the rest of the eleven? We know that Thomas did not yet believe. In fact Thomas was not present when Jesus again appeared on this first day of the week, this time to the whole gathering in the upper room. Luke refers to the eleven in verse 33, but Thomas was not present (John 20:24). Luke may have been using the term, ‘the eleven’, without being specific, or else Thomas may have gone out before Jesus appeared to the group. 

So on the day of his resurrection, the first day of the week, Jesus appeared to the women returning from the tomb, to Mary Magdalene, to Peter, to these two disciples on the road to Emmaus, and then to the  eleven, minus Thomas. This is five appearances on the very day of his resurrection. As we said, the evidence was mounting. The apostle Paul recognised this as he listed some of the resurrection appearances of Jesus in his letter to the Corinthians.

Jesus’ appearance to the two men on the road to Emmaus is perhaps the most moving and intriguing of his resurrection appearances. ‘Did not out heart burn within us as he talked with us on the road’ they said. Jesus is risen. He is alive. He has ascended to heaven but still he talks with us by His word and Spirit. His Spirit dwells within those who believe, reminding us of all that Jesus said, and guiding us by this word of truth.
Jesus appears in the upper room                              Luke 24:36-43

The place is the upper room in a house in Jerusalem. It must have been a large room because eleven of Jesus’ disciples were staying there. On this particular night other disciples were with them. The two disciples from Emmaus had returned to join them (24:33, 34). The doors of the room were locked for fear of the Jews (John 20:19). Why were they afraid of the Jews? Their Master had been arrested and crucified just three days before. They feared that they would be next.

The time was Sunday evening, the first day of the week (24:13, John 20:19). The two disciples from Emmaus had returned in great excitement to say they had seen the risen Jesus. The upper room was already buzzing with the news that Peter had also seen the risen Jesus.  The women were the first to report that the dead body of Jesus was no longer in the tomb, and that angels had told them he was risen. 

This was a time and place like no other. Strange things were being reported. They had seen Jesus crucified and buried on the Friday. They were all mourning the killing of their leader, and worried that they might be next. All their hopes of who Jesus was, and what he would do, were dashed. Then their fellow disciples started saying they had seen Jesus alive that very day. This was hard to believe. If you had buried a loved one on Friday you would not be expecting to see them alive on Sunday. If you did you would be in deep shock. You would not believe what you were seeing. You would want all manner of proof before believing what you saw. Jesus understood the shock felt by his disciples at seeing him alive; he was ready to give them whatever proof they needed to believe that it really was him.  

1. Frightened

There in the locked upper room, Cleopas and his friend from Emmaus were telling how they recognised Jesus when he broke bread and gave thanks; and then he disappeared (24:35). Peter had told them how Jesus appeared to him. It was dawning upon them, some at least, that ‘the Lord is risen indeed’. But still it came as a shock when Jesus suddenly appeared in the room with them. There was no knock on the door- it was still locked (John 20:19). Jesus stood in their midst and spoke; He said, ‘Peace to you’ (24:36). There was nothing strange about this greeting as such- except it was spoken by a man who was supposed to be dead. They were frightened; they were terrified (24:37). They thought they were seeing a ghost. They were experiencing something beyond the natural- something supernatural. They stood in stunned, still, silence.

The words, ‘Peace be with you’ did not bring much peace to their hearts at that moment; although it would be different later on. Their troubled hearts would soon know the peace of God- peace with God, and peace from God. In this very room, just a few days before, Jesus said to them, ‘My peace I give to you… let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid’ (John 14:27). When Jesus says, ‘Peace’ he means, ‘I give you peace’. We have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ (Rom 5:1). Through his death and resurrection he brought us into a new relationship with God, our maker and judge. Peace with God means God accepts us and cares for us as his children. ‘Whom have I in heaven but you, and there is none on earth that I desire besides you’ (Ps 73:25). Knowing God means we do not fear man or any created thing- seen or unseen. God the creator, is above all the creation. When Jesus says, ‘Peace to you’, these are not just empty words. 

Some say the disciples were fearful of Jesus because they had shamefully left him in his hour of need, and even denied him. Was this his ghost coming to punish them? People do think like this; lots of people fear the spirits of their dead ancestors. When men make gods they are vindictive gods- just like the men who made them. But the true God, the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ, is a God of grace. Jesus is also full of mercy and grace. Jesus said, ‘Peace be with you’ not, ‘Punishment be upon you’. Besides, this was not the ghost of the dead Jesus; it was the real Jesus risen from the dead with a real body.

2. Feel me

Jesus said, ‘Peace to you’, but they were far from knowing peace in their hearts at this particular moment. Jesus expected them to be ‘more believing’. He said, ‘Why are you troubled? And why do doubts arise in your hearts?’ (24:38). Jesus had told them many times that he would be killed and be raised on the third day (9:22, 18:33). And even here in the upper room they were saying, ‘The Lord is risen indeed’. They said this but they did not really believe it. It is one thing to say, ‘Jesus is risen’ but another to believe Jesus is risen, and still another to believe that because he is risen you will be raised with him – and indeed have been raised already to live in Christ. A true Christian is not just following a religion- you are following the risen Jesus as Saviour and Lord. You are not a Christian because your parents are, or because you are baptised and go to church. To be a true Christian you must believe that Jesus died and rose again, and that he did this so that when you repent of your sin God will forgive you.   

Jesus said, ‘Behold my hands and my feet’ (24:39). Jesus invited them to touch him and feel that it really was him; it was no ghost but flesh and bone Jesus. He went on to show them his hands and feet, no doubt so they could see the marks of the nails (24:40- it is good to see this verse back in the NIV and ESV after being left out of the RSV of 1952). They were seeing the same Jesus they walked with, and talked with, for three years. Yes, he died and was buried, but he is now risen from the dead. He was bodily resurrected, just like we will be when Jesus returns- unless we are still alive, in which case we will be changed into our heavenly body (1Cor 15:51-53).  

While Jesus had a body that could be touched, a body of flesh and bones, it was a body that would soon ascend into heaven. It was a body that could appear and disappear. It was flesh and bones, not flesh and blood, because flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God (1Cor 15:50). Our life in this earthly body is in our blood. We have a corruptible body, a body that will die and decay in the grave. It is corruptible and dies because of sin. Our heavenly body will not need blood-life; it will have spirit-life.  

3. Food

Jesus graciously persisted in trying to convince them that it really was him. He went on to ask them for food that he might eat in front of them. ‘They still did not believe for joy, and marvelled’ (24:41). They were glad to see Jesus again (John 20:20), but did not believe he was for real. Belief in the supernatural is not easy. The supernatural does not refer to fairies and ‘Superman’ that exist only on the screen. The disciples were seeing something real yet beyond the natural. Jesus wanted them to be sure that he was real, and really Jesus. He wanted them to know that he did die, and was buried, but was now risen from the dead. They must believe in the resurrection because this is fundamental to the gospel that he would send them into the world to preach. If we do not believe that Jesus is risen we do not believe the gospel. Beware of preaching that removes the supernatural from the gospel. Beware of liberal theology.  

The disciples could see Jesus and touch him. They could also watch him eat if they brought him some food. They brought him some broiled fish and he ate it there and then (24:42, 43). He ate with them during another appearance by the lake of Galilee (John 21:15). Jesus presented himself alive to his disciples by many unmistakable and convincing proofs (Acts 1:3). That Jesus ate fish does not necessarily mean that he needed to eat for sustenance- he was eating to show that it really was him. In his resurrection he had a glorified, celestial body. We note that this body was certainly identifiable and real, but also note that it was no longer bound by the laws of nature; he could disappear and appear behind locked doors.  

The risen Jesus, like the incarnate Jesus, was patient with his disciples as he persisted in revealing himself to them. They had hoped he would be the Messiah to deliver them from the Romans and establish his kingdom on earth. They believed a lot of false teaching and were glued to their traditions. It would take some time and effort to make them realise what a limited view of Messiah they had, and how small their hope was. Their eyes were being opened to a much greater reality as they gazed at the risen Lord. They were struggling to grasp this reality but did not give up. Still today there are lots of Christians whose understanding of Jesus is limited, limited to Jesus being a great teacher or good role model, or of somehow helping them with their life in this world. Their God is too small. Is your God too small, too small to account for the resurrection of Jesus Christ? 

This was the fifth appearance of Jesus, and that on the very day of his resurrection. What a day! Surely it is a day worth remembering in prayer, and worship of the risen Jesus. Jesus would appear another six times in the next forty days. He would make a special appearance for the unbelieving Thomas a week later (John 20:26). He would appear to the disciples up in Galilee, once by the lake and a second time on a mountain (John 21, Mat 28:16). He would appear to James, and also to a gathering of over five hundred brethren, as recorded by the apostle Paul (1Cor 15). Jesus’ final appearance, apart from that to Paul on the Damascus road, was when he was taken up into heaven.

These were certainly memorable experiences for the disciples, experiences they would never forget. Jesus not only appeared to them to convince them he really was alive, but he taught them during these appearances. He explained how the Scriptures pointed to him and were fulfilled in him. With this knowledge, and the power of the Holy Spirit, these disciples would be equipped to go into all the world preaching the  gospel, and making disciples in all nations, teaching them to observe the commands of the Lord (Mat 28:19-20). You have the same knowledge and the same Holy Spirit power, do you not? Are you being a faithful witness for Jesus?        

Jesus opens Scripture and tells the gospel                          Luke 24:44-49

If someone asked you to describe the OT, what would you say? There is a lot about law in the OT – the Ten Commandments and all sorts of laws. There is also a lot about sacrifices, about priests offering burnt sacrifices and peace sacrifices and sin sacrifices and so on. Then there are the prophets who kept telling people that God would judge them if they did not turn from their evil ways. The prophets also spoke about a coming Messiah. Is this how you would describe the OT? What about the Psalms? Some of these are beautiful to read or sing. They tell us a lot about God and about ourselves, about the love and the judgment of God and us and our sin. 

1. Help to understand

A Jew might give a similar outline of the OT to yours. In fact, the Hebrew Bible was divided into three sections: the Torah or Law consisting of the five books of Moses, the Prophets which included the former prophets and the latter prophets, and then the Writings which were headed up by the Psalms and included Proverbs, Job, Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes and Esther along with Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah and Chronicles. The Jew was preoccupied with the Torah but had the same OT that we have. When we read that Jesus explained the Scriptures beginning at Moses and all the Prophets he was referring to the Hebrew Bible. That was on the road to Emmaus (24:27). Here in the upper room he again explained all that is ‘written in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms’ concerning him (24:44). 

Jesus appeared to his disciples in the upper room on the very day of his resurrection. They were terrified and troubled, but must have settled down enough for him to explain the Scriptures to them- unless this teaching was at a later appearance. The phrase, ‘Then he said to them’ seems to indicate a connection with the previous passage. Indeed John records Jesus speaking to his disciples about the Holy Spirit and forgiveness of sin (John 20:22-23). But looking at the opening of Luke’s sequel to this gospel, the Book of Acts, we can see how these words fit with a later appearance and Jesus’ words just before his ascension. There he refers to waiting in Jerusalem until ‘the Promise of the Father’ (Acts 1:4). He records the ascension of Jesus again in Acts, so we have this overlap. 

Jesus was not telling his disciples anything different to what he taught when he was with still with them; that is, before he was crucified (24:44). Seeing the risen Jesus terrified them, but also gave new light in which to see what Jesus taught them over the years, and particularly in the last week, and more particularly in the upper room on their last day together? At that time they had it all worked out: Jesus would step forward and declare himself king, and they would step forward to take seats in his court- after some infighting (22:24f). But they were not listening to what Jesus actually said. When Jesus was captured and crucified all their hopes were dashed. They had to think again about the words of Jesus when they saw him risen from the dead. 

Jesus told them ‘that all things must be fulfilled which were written in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms' concerning him (24:44). In his Sermon on the Mount Jesus said of the Law and the Prophets, ‘I did not come to destroy but to fulfil’ them (Mat 5:17). He said of the Sabbath, ‘The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath’ (Mat 12:8). He said to the Jews, ‘You search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of me’ (John 5:39). All the Scriptures, the Law, the Prophets and the Psalms or Writings, bear witness to Jesus and are fulfilled in him. The disciples must look at the Scriptures in an entirely new way, a way different to the Jews. They should have been doing this before Jesus was killed and rose again. Yet, in the goodness of God, the resurrection was the trigger to this radically new understanding of their Scriptures. 

Jesus ‘opened their understanding, that they might comprehend the Scriptures’ (24:45). All that happened to Jesus was written about in the Scriptures. It should not have come as a shock- even his resurrection.  The suffering of Messiah/Christ is written about in Isaiah 53, Psalm 22, and other places. His resurrection is also written about in Isaiah 53, as well as Psalm 16. The time of three days in the tomb could be deduced  from the story of Jonah- not to mention the number of times Jesus actually told them, ‘the Son of Man must suffer many things… and be killed and be raised on the third day’ (9:22). The risen Jesus was telling them again, here in the upper room, that it was necessary for the Christ to die and rise again. Why was it necessary? Read on! 

Before reading on, we might reflect on Reformation teaching on the offices of Christ. ’Christ, as our redeemer, executes the offices of a prophet, a priest and a king’ (Shorter Catechism Q23). The Torah was all about keeping the law of God, and about sacrifices when the people broke this law. Priests were essential for the offering of sacrifices. Jesus is the great high priest because he offered up himself on the cross. ‘With his own blood he entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having obtained eternal redemption’ (Heb 9:12). Jesus is the fulfilment of all Scripture. He is High Priest for ever according to the order of Melchizedek (Gen 14, Ps 110, Heb 7:17). 

Jesus is the fulfilment of all prophecy. He is himself the revelation of God; ‘the word became flesh and dwelt among us’. There will be no more prophets of God. Anyone claiming to be a prophet of God after Jesus is a false prophet. Jesus is also king. He came from the kingly line of David, in fulfilment of God’s promise to David. Jesus is King in the kingdom of God. He is King of kings. So all the OT not only points to Jesus but is fulfilled in him, in Jesus who is prophet, priest and king. 

2. Heart of the gospel 

Why was it ‘necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead’ (24:46). Because this is the heart or core of the gospel. This is what Peter preached at Pentecost after receiving the promised Holy Spirit. He accused the Jews of putting Jesus of Nazareth to death, but then God raised him up. When the people heard this they were cut to the heart (Acts 2:37). What did Peter tell them to do? He told them to repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of sins. ‘Repent that your sins may be blotted out’ was the message the apostles preached. Peter told Cornelius and his friends to believe in Jesus and receive forgiveness of sins. The apostle Paul preached Christ crucified, calling ‘all men everywhere to repent’ (Acts 17:30). ‘Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness’ (Heb 9:22). 

The risen Jesus instructed his disciples, who were witnesses to his life, death and resurrection, to preach this message, this gospel, to ‘all men everywhere, beginning at Jerusalem’ (24:47). When they chose a man to replace Judas they said he had to be a witness of the resurrection like them (Acts 1:22). Paul said he was such a witness, and thus qualified to be an apostle (1Cor 15:8). In this way the apostles were unique witnesses of the gospel of Jesus Christ. But, in the providence of God, they wrote down these things in what we have today in the NT. Things written here have the same divine authority as what is written in the OT. So you and I are witnesses to the truth of the gospel. We are equipped to go out and preach repentance and the forgiveness of sins in the name of Jesus to all the world.  

The disciples were to wait in the city until they had been baptised with the Holy Spirit. In the power of the Holy Spirit they were to preach this good news to all nations, ‘beginning at Jerusalem’ (24:47). Why this instruction to begin at Jerusalem? Given the violent hostility of the Jews towards Jesus, and the fact that the disciples were hiding behind locked doors, Jerusalem was probably the last place they would have started preaching the gospel. Ryle calls Jerusalem, ‘the wickedest city on earth when our Lord left the world; it was a city which had stoned the prophets and killed those whom God sent to call it to repentance; it was a city full of pride, unbelief, self- righteousness, and desperate hardness of heart’. Yet this was where Jesus told them to start preaching! 

The Lord had prepared hearts in Jerusalem to receive the gospel so it was God's place to start. When they did start preaching in Jerusalem the response was amazing; thousands believed and were baptized. Over five thousand men were in the fellowship of believers in Jerusalem when Stephen was stoned and great persecution arose in the church in Jerusalem. The gospel was preached to the Jew first, and was then taken to all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth, as recorded by Luke in his second book. 

3. Holy Spirit 

The risen Jesus told his disciples to go into all the world and preach the gospel, but not to go until they had been ‘clothed with power from on high’ (24:49 ESV). Jesus said, ‘Behold, I send the Promise of the Father upon you’. In Acts 1:5 he explains that the Promise of the Father is the Holy Spirit. Jesus speaks of this as already done because it was a divine certainty- he does not say, ‘I will send’, but ‘I send’. In John's gospel we read of Jesus breathing on them and saying, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’ (John 20:22). The actual outpouring of the Holy Spirit came some days later, on the Day of Pentecost. We note that the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, proceeded from the Father and the Son, as stated in the Nicene Creed.

The Holy Spirit was promised in the OT, as Peter explained on Pentecost, reading from Joel chapter 2. The Holy Spirit is a person and a spirit. He was given to the apostles, and is given to all who repent and believe in Jesus (Acts 2:38, Rom 8:9). The Holy Spirit is present in you if you believe. Evidence of his presence is another matter. ‘Do not quench the Spirit’ (2Thes 5:19). The indwelling Holy Spirit is essential to the preaching of the gospel. We dare not preach in our own strength. We must know the gospel, as it is written in our Bible, and we must be ‘clothed with power from on high’ if we are to effectively preach the gospel to the glory of God. And if we are true disciples of Jesus Christ we will be his witnesses, and will share the gospel in whatever mission field he puts us.
Jesus carried up into heaven                                          Luke 24:50-53

How did Jesus come into this world? He was born of the Virgin Mary. Luke began his gospel; ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Highest will over shadow you; therefore, the Holy one who is to born will be called the Son of God’ (Luke 1:35). His birth was a miracle. It was supernatural. Jesus spoke of himself as coming down from heaven; ‘I am the bread which came down from heaven’ (John 6:41). Jesus is the only begotten of the Father, the eternal God the Son. He came down from heaven for us men and for our salvation, as stated in the Nicene Creed. 

Luke begins with the incarnation and ends with the ascension, with Jesus returning to heaven. He was raised from the dead in a body fit for heaven. He returned to heaven bearing the marks of his humanity. Theologians ‘see in the ascension the taking into heaven of the humanity of Jesus’ (Morris). Jesus qualifies as our great High Priest because he is one of us (Heb 5:1). He came into this world and lived among us. He was tempted and suffered just like us- yet without sin. He ever lives to intercede for us (Heb 7:25). These are some of the outcomes of the resurrection and ascension of Jesus.

Looking at the Biblical records of Jesus’ ascension, we find Luke gives a brief account here at the end of his gospel. It is thought that he was getting to the end of the papyrus scroll he was writing on. He was planning to write a sequel to this book anyway- presumably on a new scroll- and in this book, called ‘the Acts of the Apostles’, we find more details of the resurrection and ascension of Jesus. Matthew and John do not mention the ascension, so we owe it all to Luke. 

Luke’s record of the ascension of Jesus is short and concise, and comes rather abruptly. He does not detail resurrection appearances like those in Galilee. Obviously, these verses we are looking at today come as the last of his appearances, so there is a considerable gap in time between his appearance in the upper room in verse 49, and this appearance in verse 50. Luke himself writes that Jesus was ‘seen by them during forty days’ (Acts 1:3). So this account of the ascension must refer to an event forty days after his resurrection – the same event as recorded in Acts 1. This was just ten days before the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples (Acts 2). Jesus led his disciples out of the city to the Mount of Olives. Bethany was on the slopes of this mountain. There he blessed them, there they watched him be carried up into heaven, there they worshipped him, and from there they returned to praise him in the temple. These are our four points today. 

1. Blessing

Jesus not only appeared to the disciples but helped them understand how the Scriptures pointed to him, and were fulfilled in him. He explained to them that it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day (24:46). He told them he would send the Holy Spirit to dwell in them but it was necessary for him to return to heaven before sending the Holy Spirit, the helper (John 16:7). With this in mind, and with the authority given to him – all authority in heaven and on earth (Mat 28:18) - Jesus lifted up his hands to bless them (24:50). Some liken this to the Aaronic blessing of Numbers 6:24-26. This was a priestly blessing upon the people of God. Jesus offered himself on the cross as the perfect, all-sufficient sacrifice for sin. He is risen from the dead as our great High Priest, not to offer himself again, as wrongly taught in the sacrifice of the Mass, but to intercede for us in the presence of God. He is our advocate with the Father (1John 2:1). Jesus returned to heaven for this purpose, which he undertakes still today. This is why we pray to the Father in the name of Jesus Christ. 

Jesus appeared in the upper room saying, ‘Peace to you’. When Jesus says, ‘Peace to you’ he is not just wishing you good luck! His words are works. He truly gives peace to those who listen and believe him. It is the same with his blessing. When Jesus lifted up his hands to bless them, they truly were blessed. They had previously been upset and afraid that Jesus was leaving, but now, after his resurrection, they were filled with joy. They watched him go, believing that he had conquered death and that he was coming back one day- he was alive from the dead! 

What great blessing they received from Jesus, the Lord of life. They did not get to overthrow the Romans, nor did they get riches or positions of power. The blessing of Jesus was much greater than anything this world could give. Are your prayers just for material blessings? If so, prayerfully consider the resurrection of Jesus and listen to what he teaches in the Bible. Jesus will bless your heart with peace and great joy, not just your mouth with rich food and your body with no disease. 

2. Carried up

As we prepared to leave India after some thirteen years of ministry, a wise person told us to make sure we departed on good terms with everyone. It might be that we wanted to return one day. We gave plenty of notice and had lots of farewells such that people told us to come back soon. And we have, a number of times. It is easy to leave a job, a place, a friend or even a family on bad terms. Be wise, and leave on good terms. 

While Jesus blessed his disciples, he was parted from them and carried up into heaven (24:51). Some six weeks before this Jesus had been parted from them by death. That was not a good parting. Peter denied Jesus and the rest of them deserted him. How terrible it would have been if this was their last parting from Jesus. But Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to them as the peacemaker, the restorer of broken relationships. The risen Jesus restored Peter, and the rest of them, such that this parting at Bethany was a joyous occasion. There is no mention of sorrow or regret. In Acts we read of two angels assuring them that Jesus would return from heaven one day.

The ascension is described in simple terms- ‘He was parted from them and carried up into heaven’. A cloud received him out of their sight (Acts 1:9). We dare not complicate this simple account by asking how high he went, or how did he disappear, or where is heaven? People have been into clouds, and into outer space, and foolishly said, ‘I do not see Jesus up here’. Heaven is beyond our concept of time and space. What we are told, and what we believe, is that Jesus was taken up and out of the sight of these witnesses. It was different to him vanishing from the room at Emmaus and the upper room. It was a parting to return to heaven, yet with a promise that Jesus would return (Mat 24:30-31). Like the disciples, we wait for this spectacular day. 

3. Worship

‘And they worshipped him’ (24:52). We must pause to consider this short phrase and particularly the word ‘worship’. We have no theological problem with worshipping Jesus, I trust. We believe in the Trinity and worship the Triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. But for monotheistic Jews this was a huge theological shift. This is the first and only mention of the disciples worshipping Jesus in this gospel. 

Jesus had taught them many things during the forty days of resurrection appearances. He opened their understanding that they might comprehend the Scriptures (24:45). Here is one thing they comprehend; Jesus is God. Thomas said to the risen Jesus, ‘My Lord and my God’ (John 20:28). Before his death they saw him as Messiah, but certainly not as equal with God- despite Jesus telling them this (John 5:18, 10:30). Here on the Mount of Olives they watched Jesus carried up into the clouds and worshipped him. 

As followers of Jesus they had seen his great power over the creation, over disease, over demons, and over death by raising people from the dead. Still they did not worship Jesus as God. Then Jesus was crucified. But he rose from the dead and appeared to them. They finally believed. Blessed are you if you believe even without seeing the risen Jesus (John 20:29) - if you believe that Jesus is God and Lord. There is no blessing in believing anything less than this. They worshipped Jesus and we worship Jesus. We worship none other than the Triune God. We do not worship angels or saints or any other created being or thing. 

4. Praise in the temple

The disciples returned to Jerusalem after seeing Jesus taken up into heaven from the Mount of Olives. They were filled with joy after being blessed by Jesus as he departed. Why such joy? There was joy at finally believing Jesus was alive. Seeing and hearing from someone you thought was dead is cause for joy- assuming you loved them! Seeing and hearing from someone you know was dead would be a great shock, but when you were convinced they were truly alive it would be cause for great joy- as was the case with the disciples. Even seeing Jesus go away this time brought joy because he was going into heaven. The angels told them he would come back again one day. With this hope in the return of Jesus, and remembering all that Jesus did and said, they went to the temple to praise God (24:53). And they kept on praising God and blessing his holy name. 

The temple was a huge place with plenty of room for them to gather. The temple was where they always met to praise and worship God. However, it was different now. They now worshipped God the Son, along with God the Father. They worshipped knowing the truth of the Scriptures they had read all their lives but not understood. Jesus had lifted the veil in their reading of the Bible. A great light now shone in their hearts as they read and understood that all this was about Jesus, the Son of God. 

After Pentecost they continued to pray and meet together in the temple. They no longer sacrificed animals because Jesus died on the cross as the sacrifice for their sin. Jesus spoke of a new covenant in his blood. The old covenant was gone. Jesus fulfilled the covenant made with Abraham. He told them to go to all nations preaching repentance and forgiveness of sin in the name of Jesus. Jesus fulfilled the covenant made through Moses. He fulfilled the covenant made with David. The risen Jesus made all the OT fall into place for them. The temple would soon be destroyed, but they would keep on preaching Christ crucified and worshipping Jesus. 

Luke began his gospel with the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem. He ends with the ascension of Jesus at Bethany. He began with the prophecy of Zacharias the priest in the temple. This priest said to his new-born son, John the Baptist, that he would be, ‘The prophet of the Highest; for you will go before the face of the Lord to prepare his way, to give knowledge of salvation to his people by the remission of their sins, through the tender mercy of our God, with which the Dayspring from on high has visited us; to give light to those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace’ (1:76-79). This prophecy was fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God. Through his death and resurrection he defeated death- and its cause. In the name of Jesus, repentance and forgiveness can now be preached to all nations, that all God’s elect will come and worship him. 
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