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INTRODUCTION (This is an introduction to the commentary volume by Wilson from 
which the Bible Study readings are extracted. It is included here only for your information. The 
Bible Study begins on page 6, below.) 
 
This commentary is for everyday people who need hope. It is for young and old, for those who 
have never read the Bible and for those are well versed in it. It is for those who are exploring 
faith and those who want stronger faith and hope in these difficult times. It opens a new yet 
faithful way of reading Luke, indeed of reading the Bible in general and looking at the world, 
one that is trustworthy and joyous. 
 
What is good in Luke’s Gospel? The answer is the gospel, a word that literally means good 
news. Gospel may be understood as any saving act of God. Those saving acts can be seen most 
clearly in Jesus Christ: God who has come to us in human form, his ministry, death, resurrection, 
and his Spirit guiding and strengthen us now and for the life to come.  
 
We may associate gospel only with the New Testament and the four Gospels, but it is the same 
God in the both Testaments and the gospel may be found anywhere in the Bible. God’s saving 
acts are throughout history from the time of Creation. The prophet Isaiah speaks of good news, 
“How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of the messenger who announces peace, who 
brings good news, who announces salvation, who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns.’” (Isaiah 
52.7.) Jesus sees himself in a tradition of proclaiming gospel when he quotes Isaiah 61.1, “The 
spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring 
good news to the oppressed.” (Luke 4:18-21.) He says he fulfills it, those words are written about 
him, the “anointed” one, meaning the Messiah, the bringer of good news.  
 
This commentary teaches a new way of reading the Bible so that readers can more readily 
identify God in Bible texts and daily life. For four decades I have written about and taught 
preaching in university and numerous global settings. I have listened to sermons and lectures 
around the world. I am still surprised how hard it is for followers of Jesus to get to good news.  It 
is easier to talk about humans than God, and it is easier to talk about what God asks us to change 
than about God’s mercy, love, and help.  
 
Most ways of reading the Bible settle on what is wrong with people in the ancient world. A 
bridge is then made from biblical times to identify what is wrong with us today, what we must 
do. There is good reason for this. Over and over, the Bible teaches how humans keep falling 
short. Nearly every text implies something that must change in our thoughts and actions. God 
provides laws or commandments to ease human lives, and people keep breaking them and 
making their life harder. If we look at the world around us, change is obviously needed. Often, 
that need is presented as though it is the whole biblical message. 
 
God’s laws are a gift, they are marked paths, but they do not lead us to the fullness of the good 
news on their own. To use the old words, we sin and evil exists. How can signed paths be good 
news if we know that in following them we will keep turning off, choosing side trails instead? 
We are like a dog on a leash who keeps getting distracted by whatever is interesting all around. 
But we are not dogs and God does not walk us on a leash, we can go where we choose. God 
simply wants us to take the best and safest paths, and not get lost or die along the way. Even if 
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we desire to follow the designated paths, the routes can be hard over rough ground, and on our 
own, with limited resources, we will likely fail. This was Paul’s early dilemma, “For I do not do 
the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.” (Romans 7:19.) Even after Christ 
appeared to him, he said, “So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies 
close at hand.” (Romans 7: 21.) 
 
Good news is not just instructions. It includes the help God gives us to do what is needed. Good 
news is what makes this volume on Luke an adventure. It is also what makes this commentary 
different from other commentaries. Normally a claim of newness like this would be a warning 
sign to stay away―anything so new with a book so old might be unfaithful. Jesus said that if you 
put new wine in old wineskins (waterproof leather pouches), the acid in the wine will make the 
old leather fall apart (Luke 5:17). And yet the claim here is that this approach is both new and 
perhaps more faithful than other approaches to the Bible, for example, ones that prioritize 
history. The approach is new, but with it we are able to pour old rich wine from the old 
wineskins, that tastes much as it tasted to Luke. 
 
Historical commentaries are important and we draw insights from them here. They simply start 
and end in a different place. Their questions include: the author/s and editor/s of the biblical text; 
historical events in the text and leading up to it, political/social/economic concerns; relevant 
historical documents and archeological evidence; and all manner of grammar and language 
concerns. We make use of their insights but take a necessary step beyond that, the step of faith to 
get to the good news. We start and end with who is God and what is the gospel in this text for us 
today?  
 
What else is special here?  
 

1) First, the method is unique. With every text in Luke, the spotlight shines first on what we 
humans do and should do, and then shines on what God is doing in the text to help. Even 
tough texts that some people might write off as bad news, can be seen to offer beacons of 
light for our troubled times. Other commentaries sometimes unintentionally do in one 
step what this one does intentionally in two steps. They might get to good news 
intermixed people’s actions, but often it is as though the two have been put in a blender. 
In blending grief and joy, the joy gets lost. God and hope are drowned out. To switch 
metaphors, the overall experience of failing to separate human and divine action in 
reading the Bible can be like driving at night in a heavy snowstorm. Snow accumulates 
on the headlights and they throw light, but not with the intensity for which they were 
designed to illumine the way forward. 

 
2) Second, this volume is primarily written for ordinary people (though extraordinary in 

their own ways!) who are looking for answers to questions like: Where is God? Where 
can I find God? What does God look like? In other words this is designed for the same 
kind of people that Luke wanted to reach in his time. Luke’s Gospel is a great read for 
young or old, believer in God or atheist, Christian or not. It informs readers about faith, 
helps those who want faith to find it, and fans the faith of those who have it. Secondarily, 
this volume is written for preachers, teachers, scholars, leaders, and students interested in 
what might be new in Luke and in this approach. 
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3) Third, this volume gets its special stance from its starting place. It asks the simple 

question we are can bring to any scripture lesson, What is God doing in this text? Every 
text says or implies something significant about God. What God is doing should not be a 
side show in scripture, it is the main event. Readers may be skeptical of this approach 
because it is new, but it has old roots deep in the soil of the early church. The rich wine 
we taste is not new but old, from vines that grew in that ancient soil.  

 
In fact, the approach here is an updated version of one of the oldest ways of reading the Bible. It 
guided the church for fifteen hundred years and remnants of it continue to today. From early 
time, scholars taught that scripture has four senses or meanings: the meaning might be plain or 
literal, but there is also a moral or ethical meaning that tells people what to do, and two possible 
theological meanings, one about Christ and the other about God dealing with our souls. In other 
words, a biblical text was understood to have multiple meanings.  
 
During the Reformation, some practices of four-fold interpretation were recognized as unfaithful, 
like claiming the Old Testament was code language about Jesus Christ instead of common 
language about historical people. Much was excellent in ancient methods, but the baby did seem 
to get thrown out with the bath water. Gradually over the centuries, the theological meaning 
received less attention and arguably the moral reading now is most common.1 
 
Here we update and revise the four senses to mainly two: the moral meaning, that speaks to what 
we are to do, and the theological meaning or God sense, that names what God does.2 We use first 
one and then the other to read each text, going from our actions to God’s help. We apply each 
meaning to our time, so while Luke’s wine is old, it is also rich with the full-bodied flavor of the 
gospel, perfected for today when the Spirit serves it.  
 
Luke provides a poetic and beautiful introduction to Christianity. Where better to explore faith 
than with one of the first books about Jesus Christ, drawn from first-hand accounts of his life, 
including from women? Like most Bible writers, he is guided by three key understandings:  
 

• God is the only true source of hope. All that is truly good shows evidence of God’s hand. 
In looking for what is good, true, and wholly or deeply beautiful, we can usually find 
God.3 

 
• We humans are not now as God intended us to be at creation. We are vulnerable to 

wrongdoing, brokenness, sin, and evil. Try as we might, we cannot get things right and 
our impurity alienates us from ourselves and God.  
 

• We need help since we fail to save ourselves, so God intervenes by grace on our behalf. 
Paul says we are “justified by our faith” not by our works (Romans 3:28; 5:1). He means 
that by believing in what God has done in Jesus Christ on the cross, we are empowered to 
become what God intends and counted as righteous. It is as simple as saying yes.  

                                                 
1 See my God Sense: Reading the Bible for Preaching (Nashville, Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 2001). 
2 See my Setting Words on Fire: Putting God at the Center of the Sermon. (Nashville, Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 2008). 
3 See my Preaching as Poetry: Beauty, Goodness and Truth in Every Sermon. (Nashville, Tennessee: Abingdon Press, 2014). 
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Luke studied under Paul and his emphasis is the same. We are made right with God, 1) by our 
faith in Christ and, 2) by our desire to be part of what Jesus calls the kingdom of God, that he 
established through his ministry, death, and resurrection. In our yes to Christ, God graciously 
restores us to the life we were intended to have, in loving relationship with God. Jesus is God’s 
gracious yes to us. 
 
Here, the twenty-four chapters of the Gospel of Luke are divided into fifty-eight sections. Each 
section prints the biblical text from the New Revised Standard Version and divides the 
commentary as follows: 
 

Trouble in the Bible: This focuses on one key problem, divine demand, or law in the 
biblical situation. It puts a burden on ancient people to do something. 

 
Trouble in Our World: The burden similarly falls on us, we have to do something. The 
struggles of the biblical people are akin to our own, as stories and issues from the news 
and other sources will show. 

 
Good News in the Bible: This represents the heart of the text. It names what God (in one 
of the Three Persons of the Trinity) is graciously doing to help the biblical people in the 
trouble they are facing.  

 
Good News in Our World: This names what God is similarly doing in our world today to 
help us with our burdens. What does this look like? Current events and everyday life are 
considered in light of the gospel.4  

 
Why not focus this volume just on the good news, since that is what most often goes missing? 
God’s help is in response to something, God meets some need. Only parallel ― trouble and good 
news, the moral and the God sense, what we are to do and what God is doing ― does the gospel 
have a chance to fully bloom, like a lily at Easter. 
 
Luke would have us believe that this good news is not just information, it is a transforming 
experience. Why? Because receiving the gospel is an encounter with Jesus Christ alive today. As 
important, faith for Luke is not just intellectual understanding, it is a power in the Holy Spirit to 
do what is right and make this world the kind of place God wants it to be. May this journey 
through Luke be accompanied by the Spirit, and may we all receive along the way more reasons 
for joy and giving praise to God.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 The method of interpretation described here is developed most centrally in my, The Four Pages of the Sermon, revised edition 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2018). 
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THE BIBLE STUDY 
 
Note: The following material is extracted from a manuscript in progress. One section of Luke 
plus commentary on it is assigned per week, about four single-spaced pages. Bible references are 
identified in parentheses, e.g. (Ruth 1:3; Luke 4:1). If only the verse number is given, e.g. (4:1), 
the reference is to Luke. If no reference is given, the quotation is from the current section of 
Luke. A reference to (4:1 KJV) indicates a different version of the Bible, in this case the King 
James Version. Spelling is for an American publisher. Feedback and corrections are welcome at 
<paul.wilson@utoronto.ca>. 
 
 
PART ONE: THE BIRTH AND YOUTH OF JESUS 
 
JANUARY 4, 2021 

LUKE 1:26-38  THE BIRTH OF JESUS FORETOLD 

26 In the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee called 
Nazareth, 27to a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David. The 
virgin’s name was Mary. 28And he came to her and said, ‘Greetings, favoured one! The Lord is 
with you.’ 29But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this 
might be. 30The angel said to her, ‘Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour with 
God. 31And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him 
Jesus. 32He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give 
to him the throne of his ancestor David. 33He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of 
his kingdom there will be no end.’ 34Mary said to the angel, ‘How can this be, since I am a 
virgin?’ 35The angel said to her, ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of 
God. 36And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the 
sixth month for her who was said to be barren. 37For nothing will be impossible with 
God.’ 38Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your 
word.’ Then the angel departed from her.  
 
Trouble in the Bible: God’s message to Mary is disruptive.  

The angel Gabriel appears to Mary, who is “a virgin engaged to a man whose name was Joseph”. 
She will be the mother of Jesus. She is “perplexed”, perhaps by a few things―like seeing an 
angel, or, in that culture, at having an unknown male figure speak directly to her while she is 
alone. She is also perplexed by Gabriel’s opening words, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is 
with you.” (In a Latin version of Luke, these are the words of the famous Roman Catholic 
prayer, “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you.”) As a peasant woman, of low regard in 
that society, she hears Gabriel say twice what seems impossible, that she is divinely favored. “Do 
not be afraid,” he says, and then adds to her perplexity, “you will conceive in your womb and 

mailto:paul.wilson@utoronto.ca
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bear a son”. Her pregnancy will be by the Holy Spirit. Moreover, this will be a wondrous child 
and she is to “name him Jesus”.  

The message is as disruptive as it is impossible, “How can this be, for I am a virgin?” Even if 
true, she might not convince others, especially Joseph, that the Holy Spirit impregnated her. In 
spite of her actual virtue, she and her baby could face disgrace. She could be rejected for 
bringing dishonor to her family. This jolting news concerns also Elizabeth, her cousin, who in 
“old age” is six months pregnant.  

Mary’s perplexity seems somehow resolved when Gabriel beautifully says, “nothing will be 
impossible with God.” She sets aside disbelief and graciously and totally submits, “Here am I, 
the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” One critic poetically writes, 
“These words of submission, destined to shape many an artist’s brush and poet’s song, held both 
sorrow and joy for her own life”.5 Another critic poignantly adds, “Mary had learned to forget 
the world’s commonest prayer ―‘Thy will be changed’ ―and to pray the world’s greatest 
prayer―‘Thy will be done.’” 6 

Gabriel’s message will be disruptive for later disciples of John the Baptist (5:33) who may think 
he is the Messiah. Gabriel makes plain this is not the case, Jesus is the Messiah. John “will be 
filled with the Holy Spirit”, as Jesus will be (3:22; 4:1). Both births will be miraculous, Elizabeth 
in her “old age” and Mary as a virgin. But John is “to make ready a people prepared for their 
Lord” (1:16), and God’s greater purpose is in Jesus.   

Trouble in Our World: God’s message to us can disrupt our plans.  

A message from anyone can be disruptive. Some of us might be happy never to receive a 
message from God. First, it might mean there actually is a God. Second, we might have to 
change our direction, or live differently. Worse, we might have to lose some control of our life, 
trust God, and act in faith.  

God’s message can be disruptive. Jackson, a young man in the inner city, hung out with the 
wrong crowd and was befriended by a youth pastor working the streets who encouraged him to 
think positively about himself ― he eventually went back to school. A woman who worked hard 
climbing the ladder to become the CEO of a multinational corporation gave it all up to go to 
seminary in Toronto. A machine supplier in the economic downturn during the Covid-19 
pandemic, resisted two temptations: to cheat customers and fire employees. He found another 
way to keep the business running.  

Not all the messages we receive are from God. Many are from the world, like much of the 
encouragement to be cool, beautiful, or rich. 

                                                 
5 E. Earle Ellis, The Gospel of Luke, New Century Bible Commentary, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Co., 1974), 71. 
6 The reference to the greatest prayer is The Lord’s Prayer. William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke, The Daily Study Bible Series, 
rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975), 13. 
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Reflection: What message are you receiving from the world right now? If you were to receive a 
message from God, what would you want that message to say? How would you tell the 
difference between the two? 

Good News in the Bible: God’s message contains a better plan than Mary’s own.  

Luke would have us know that God’s plans are better than whatever Mary may have had for her 
life. The message to her was communicated in a loving manner. Instead of sending the message 
to Joseph, or remaining silent and explaining Jesus’s birth after the fact, God sends Gabriel 
directly to find Mary alone. God also shields her by sending Gabriel ― for as God told Moses, 
“you cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and live.” (Exodus 33:20.)  
 
Gabriel amazingly “stands in the presence of God” (1:19) and speaks what God says, and Mary 
hears “what was spoken to her by the Lord” (1:45). God’s plan for Mary has three parts:  
 
1) God blesses her in this moment, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.”  Gabriel 
reassures her, “Do not be afraid” (as in 1:13 to Zechariah) and repeats, “you have found favor 
with God.” (She might find blessing also in remembering that the same angel, Gabriel, said 
nearly identical words to the prophet Daniel, centuries earlier, “Do not fear, greatly beloved, you 
are safe!” Daniel 10:19.) As further reassurance, God has chosen that Mary not be alone in this 
miracle for Gabriel announces that her “relative” Elizabeth “in her old age has also conceived a 
son”.  
 
2) God is becoming flesh in the form of the baby Jesus that she will bear: “you will conceive in 
your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus….” Gabriel’s words fulfill Isaiah 7:14, 
“Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Look, the young woman is with child and shall 
bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel”. Why two names? The baby is both Jesus, meaning 
God saves, and Immanuel, meaning God is with us.  
 
3) God is intervening in history. Jesus will be both in the lineage of King David, and “the Son of 
the Most High”. “He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will 
be no end.” He will be “called holy, the Son of God.” God brings salvation to the very people 
who keep turning from it. God will do for the people what they could not do, make themselves 
right before God. 
 
God leads Mary to know she is blessed and worthy of her role. A woman of royalty and palatial 
wealth could have been chosen to give birth to this coming king, but God chose a lowly woman, 
prone to be rejected by her own people for claiming “I am a virgin”. Even in Jesus’s eventual 
birth in a stable, God will be vulnerable and identify with the lowly.   
 
God’s plan is not what Mary had planned for her life, but it is so much better in terms of its 
universal significance. 
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Good News in Our World: God’s plan for our lives is a better plan than what we might have.  

Some people may ask, Why doesn’t God do what I want? What God reveals to Mary and the 
world, is what God plans for her and us, that our lives be repurposed by God’s coming in Christ.  
 
God’s message for us may also have three parts:  
 
1) God sets us apart for special grace. An angel may not have addressed us as ‘O favored one,’ 
but the heavens sing that to each of us at our baptism. As Jesus said, “I tell you, there will be 
more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who 
need no repentance.” (Luke 15:7.)  

2) God is wondrously disruptive to our planned ways of seeing the world. Jesus is the “Son of 
God”, hence divine, and a son of “his father David” (1:32 KJV), hence human. Like Mary, we 
must deal somehow with a virgin birth. (The ancient Nicene and Apostles’ creeds, affirmed by 
the church, affirm Jesus as conceived by “the Holy Spirit” and “born of the Virgin Mary” ― he 
was fully divine and fully human.) The question, ‘Do you believe in the virgin birth?’ may be 
misplaced, however. A prior and more significant question to wrestle is this, ‘Do you believe that 
a God who created all things from nothing could raise Jesus from the dead?’ The prior question 
is whether Christ is alive or not. If what Gabriel says is true, then nothing is impossible for God, 
including the virgin birth.  

3) God offers us a new king, who rules a kingdom already present in this world, the kingdom of 
God. 

LaShenda Williams slept in her car for a year in the parking lot of a Kroger’s store in Nashville. 
She had a former history of addiction and abuse, and with a learning disability had a hard time 
finding even part-time work. One day, doing her shopping, she got up her nerve to ask, "Will 
y'all hire me? You got room for me?" The hiring manager had a good feeling about her and 
helped her fill out an application, submitted it, and hired her on the spot. "Don’t you worry about 
anything. I’m gonna work you to death, and we’ll take care of you.” Eight months later she has 
an apartment and is one of their best workers. She encourages people, "Don't let anybody steal 
your joy! It's going to be a great day!... For the first time in my life, I finally got peace."7 Who 
disrupted LaShenda’s accepted routines, planted in her a dream that she was worthy, and gave 
her peace? Was it just the Kroger’s manager? Or did it have something to do with “a child…born 
for us, a son given to us…and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting 
Father, Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6)? 

Reflection: Do you know of anyone whose life was turned in a different direction when they 
discovered that God has a better plan for their life?  

January 10 at 8:45 a.m. online at Kingsway-Lambton United Church, Wilson is preaching on 
Luke 1:5-25.  

                                                 
7 Brad Schmitt, "'We'll take care of you': Tennessee Kroger gives job to woman who slept in the store's parking lot," USA Today, 
September 2, 2020. Viewed online on October 5, 2020 at <https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/09/02/nashville-
kroger-employs-woman-who-slept-parking-lot/5690106002/>. 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/09/02/nashville-kroger-employs-woman-who-slept-parking-lot/5690106002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2020/09/02/nashville-kroger-employs-woman-who-slept-parking-lot/5690106002/
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JANUARY 11, 2021 

LUKE 1:39-56  MARY VISITS ELIZABETH AND MARY’S 
SONG OF PRAISE 
39 In those days Mary set out and went with haste to a Judean town in the hill country, 40where 
she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. 41When Elizabeth heard Mary’s 
greeting, the child leapt in her womb. And Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit 42and 
exclaimed with a loud cry, ‘Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb. 43And why has this happened to me, that the mother of my Lord comes to me? 44For as 
soon as I heard the sound of your greeting, the child in my womb leapt for joy. 45And blessed is 
she who believed that there would be a fulfilment of what was spoken to her by the Lord.’  

46 And Mary said, 
‘My soul magnifies the Lord,  
47   and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior,  
48 for he has looked with favour on the lowliness of his servant. 
   Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed;  
49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 
   and holy is his name.  
50 His mercy is for those who fear him 
   from generation to generation.  
51 He has shown strength with his arm; 
   he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.  
52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
   and lifted up the lowly;  
53 he has filled the hungry with good things, 
   and sent the rich away empty.  
54 He has helped his servant Israel, 
   in remembrance of his mercy,  
55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 
   to Abraham and to his descendants for ever.’  

56 And Mary remained with her for about three months and then returned to her home.  

Trouble in the Bible: Mary and Elizabeth need each other’s support.  

Mary seeks support for the disruptive news given to her. She takes Gabriel’s words, “behold, 
your kinswoman Elizabeth…has… conceived a son" (1:36), as a suggestion actually to visit her. 
She “goes with haste into the hill country”, to perhaps the one person who will fully understand 
her situation because of her miraculous pregnancy, also announced by the angel Gabriel (1:13). 
On arrival, Elizabeth declares that Mary has already conceived, ‘blessed is the fruit of your 
womb”. (Joseph goes unmentioned in this passage and for now is out of the picture.)  
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Mary and Elizabeth, in the company of other women, might have been met with disbelief, 
especially given how neighbors have shamed Elizabeth for being barren (1:25). Mary and 
Elizabeth would not receive from them what they receive from each other, namely affirmation 
about the larger mystery revealed to them.  

Elizabeth “hid herself five months” (1:24 KJV), shielding herself from the neighboring women. 
Mary supports Elizabeth, arriving on her doorstep in Elizabeth’s sixth month (1:36) and she 
“remained with her for about three months and then returned to her home”. In other words she 
stayed until just prior to Elizabeth giving birth, when Mary was beginning her fourth month. 
Mary, who refers to herself as “the servant of the Lord”, acts as handmaiden to Elizabeth “in her 
old age” (1:36), for whom pregnancy would not be easy. 

Elizabeth supports Mary, in turn, by reinforcing her sense of call and further clarifying the 
connection between her baby, John (the Baptist), and Jesus. In the womb, John “leap[s] for joy” 
as if in acknowledgement of his Lord, a parallel action to Elizabeth’s instant exclamation on 
seeing Mary, “Blessed are you among women”. Important as John is, he is not “the Lord”. 
Blessed as Elizabeth is, she is not “the mother of the Lord” or most “blessed… among women”. 
Both Elizabeth and John have important roles in preparing for Jesus.  

Trouble in Our World: Believers need each other’s support.  

Mary and Elizabeth can be seen as an early version of the church. They are believers caring for 
one another in service to God’s larger purposes. Jesus said, “For where two or three are gathered 
in my name, I am there among them.” (Matthew 18:20.) Together, their faith and trust is 
reinforced. Each has a role, different but important, in God’s larger plan. 
 
No matter what is happening in the world, Christians need the support of each other. Christians 
who are persecuted need other Christians to act on their behalf. Christians seeing anyone 
persecuted, including members of other religions, need to stand together against it.  
 
Asia Bibi was accused by her neighbors of blasphemy for being a Christian, and was sentenced 
to hang. The Supreme Court of Pakistan in 2018 reversed the decision, and the public outcry for 
her death in Pakistan forced her and her family into hiding and eventual asylum in Canada. The 
outcry resulted in a commissioned study of Christian persecution led by the Church of England 
Bishop of Truro. It concluded that Christian persecution is at “near genocide levels” in some part 
of the world, and Christianity is being “wiped out” in various parts of the Middle East. Prince 
Phillip and Pope Francis have spoken to this along with refugee victims from Syria, Iraq (where 
the Christian population of 1.5 million in 2003 was reduced to around 120,000 by 2018) 8, Egypt, 
Libya (22 Coptic Christians were beheaded by militants in 2015), Nigeria (in 2014, 276 girls 
were kidnapped from a Christian School and put into slavery or killed by the Boko Haram), Sri 
Lanka (Easter bombings of three Easter services in 2019 killed 253 and injured 500), Kenya (150 
Christians were killed in an al-Shabab attack on a university in 2015), North Korea, China (an 
estimated 100 million Christians worship in underground churches), and other countries.  
 

                                                 
8  



 12 

Going to church can be like going to a gas station, people go to get their spiritual tanks filled up 
with fuel. Weekly worship in many ways is preparation for times of crisis. Members develop 
practices of good living and discerning God’s presence. And when hardship, suffering, or failure 
comes, they draw on a reserve of hope and trust. Bad things happening can be reason to rely on a 
greater power than our own. 

Reflection: Do you find that you need or receive the support of others in your faith or search for 
it? 

Good News in the Bible: God’s cares for Mary and Elizabeth in ways that match their 
circumstances.  

God’s care matches Elizabeth’s and Mary’s needs: in blessing each, in giving them 
foreknowledge about their pregnancies, and in bringing them together for comfort and support. 
God does not require either one to fulfill her divine role independent of each other, and makes 
two separate miracle pregnancies into one event.  

The Holy Spirit reveals what they would not know on their own. As soon as Elizabeth sees 
Mary, she is “filled with the Holy Spirit”. As soon as Mary greets her, God reveals to Elizabeth 
the true identity of Mary and her child, “why has this happened to me, that the mother of my 
Lord comes to me?” An older woman in that culture automatically has higher status than a young 
one, but the Spirit leads Elizabeth to elevate and praise Mary. Without any words being 
exchanged, Elizabeth exclaims, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your 
womb”. She announces that Mary is pregnant. Elizabeth’s words are mirrored in Mary’s 
response, “Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed”.  
 
The Spirit also inspires Mary. She is filled with praise in song and given a wisdom beyond her 
years. Her words are rich in divine knowledge and allusions to Old Testament texts. The Spirit 
reveals: God is her Savior, mighty, holy, merciful, strong, scattering “the proud”, bringing down 
“the powerful from their thrones,” lifting up the lowly, “filling the hungry with good things”, 
sending “the rich away empty”, and mercifully helping Israel “according to the promise he 
made…to Abraham and to his descendants for ever”. These words will sustain both women, both 
now and when their sons eventually are put to death. 

Good News in Our World: God cares for us according to our needs. 

God cares for us according to our needs. We can be blind to what God is doing in a Bible text, as 
we can to how God may be caring for us or others in the present. 

God does not cause all things to happen. Nature, human free will, sin, and evil play powerful 
hands, but they do not have the last card. As Paul says, “all things work together for good for 
those who love God” (Romans 8:28). God worked the evil of the crucifixion of Jesus for the 
good of all.  

The good news can be ‘problem solved’, but usually everything is not suddenly all better. The 
good news during the pandemic was not the quick disappearance of the virus. Rather it was God 
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helping individuals and nations to deal with it in responsible ways, giving people courage and 
strength to help one another, and in the worst cases, reassuring us that this life is not all there is. 
The good news similarly is not the prosperity gospel, that God wants to make everyone rich: be 
good enough, have faith, and God will give you wealth. Rather, the good news is a living 
relationship with Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit. Walking with Christ, problems are solved, 
but the relationship is primary, and the help he offers is more than sufficient grace for the 
struggles of each day. 

People are often agents of the good that God wills. A police officer stopped Jae Brown, a college 
student who was driving after a party where he was drinking and smoking marijuana. Brown 
confessed everything to the officer. When the officer heard Brown’s honest admission, he 
whispered to him, “Don’t let your friends get you in trouble you can’t get yourself out of,” and 
let him go. That police officer’s act of kindness changed Jae’s life. “My purpose in life,” he now 
says, “is to mentor, provide that whisper in someone’s ear that changes their life.”9 Such mercy 
carries the signature of God. 

Reflection: “God will fully satisfy every need of yours according to his riches in glory in Christ 
Jesus.” (Philippians 4:19.) A common understanding of this is: God provides for all our needs, 
not all our wants. Has this been true in your life? 
 
JANUARY 18, 2021 

LUKE 2:1-20 THE BIRTH OF JESUS 
In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered. 
2This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3All went 
to their own towns to be registered. 4Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to 
Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and 
family of David. 5He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was 
expecting a child. 6While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 7And she 
gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth, and laid him in a manger, 
because there was no place for them in the inn. 

8 In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by 
night. 9Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around 
them, and they were terrified. 10But the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid; for see—I am 
bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 11to you is born this day in the city of 
David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12This will be a sign for you: you will find a child 
wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.’ 13And suddenly there was with the angel a 

                                                 
9 David Brooks, Hearts Broken Open,” The New York Times, June 19, 2020. Viewed online on October 5, 2020 at 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/19/opinion/hearts-broken-open.html?action=click&pgtype=Homepage&module=opinion-c-
col-left-region&region=opinion-c-col-left-region&WT.nav=opinion-c-col-left-region&_r=0>. 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/19/opinion/hearts-broken-open.html?action=click&pgtype=Homepage&module=opinion-c-col-left-region&region=opinion-c-col-left-region&WT.nav=opinion-c-col-left-region&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/19/opinion/hearts-broken-open.html?action=click&pgtype=Homepage&module=opinion-c-col-left-region&region=opinion-c-col-left-region&WT.nav=opinion-c-col-left-region&_r=0
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multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, 14 ‘Glory to God in the highest 
heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favours!’ 

15 When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, 
‘Let us go now to Bethlehem and see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made 
known to us.’ 16So they went with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the child lying in the 
manger. 17When they saw this, they made known what had been told them about this child; 
18and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them. 19But Mary treasured all 
these words and pondered them in her heart. 20The shepherds returned, glorifying and 
praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them.  

21 After eight days had passed, it was time to circumcise the child; and he was called Jesus, the 
name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb. 

Trouble in the Bible: Adversity surrounds Jesus’ birth.   

Adversity surrounds Jesus’ birth. The expected date of birth coincides with the census, which 
means that Joseph and Mary must travel to Bethlehem late in her pregnancy. Luke states the date 
even more precisely than in 1:5, giving readers further reason to trust the historical accuracy of 
what he says. It is in the reign of Caesar Augustus, during the first enrollment of the census for 
taxation (Acts 5:37 mentions a second enrollment), when “Quirinius was governor of Syria”. 
Registration is in the city of one’s male ancestors, thus the need to travel to Bethlehem, “the city 
of David”.  
 
The distance to Bethlehem was a problem, south from Nazareth along the Jordan River and 
finally west up into the high hills―a journey of around five days. Travel involved the danger of 
thieves, the need to travel only in daylight, rugged terrain. The journey was capped by “no place 
for them in the inn”, and Mary giving birth for the first time away from the support of home and 
family. Mary is favored by God (1:28, 30), but she is spared no pains or labor. Luke deals 
quickly with the birth, “And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of 
cloth, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn.” 
 
They stayed with the animals, though not all three of them together in the manger or feed trough, 
as readers imply when they miss the comma: the shepherds “found Mary and Joseph, and the 
child lying in the manger”. The text refers three times to “manger”, but there is no reference here 
or elsewhere in the Bible to a stable, to the donkey we assume Mary rode on, or to the other 
animals tradition places around the manger. Still, the weather is also not mentioned, and it is 
present. Where would a manger be but in a place for animals? And how else could Mary travel 
that distance in her condition but on the back of a donkey? And what stable in a crowded town at 
census does not have animals?  
 
Mary did not expect special treatment or to avoid adversity just because she was favored. In fact, 
she will eventually endure watching her firstborn son be unjustly tried and die on a cross. Mary 
seems spared in one minor regard―there is no controversy over not giving her baby her 
husband’s name, as there was an uproar when Elizabeth and Zechariah named their baby John as 
the angel instructed (1:13, 59-63). This baby’s name is Jesus.  
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Trouble in Our World: Adversity faces many people today. 

When the pandemic hit, senior citizens’ homes were largely unprepared. People were commonly 
isolated in their rooms, with no social contact apart from meal delivery, many calling out to 
empty halls with no answer. Even before the pandemic, young people were in the news: as a 
group they were showing increased signs of anxiety concerning their future. When the pandemic 
hit, anxiety hit nearly everyone. There were lockdowns and the economy seemed in danger of 
free fall. 

The first reported death from the corona virus was in Seattle, on February 29, 2020, a male care-
giver in his 50s, although subsequently it was discovered that others had died before that in 
Washington State and California. By the time of the United States Presidential Election on 
November 3, 2020, the deaths numbered over 230,000, and that country had one fifth of the total 
deaths in the world.  One young Latino woman lost her grandmother, both parents, a brother, and 
two cousins within two weeks. “My whole world is turned upside down,” she cried. “My family 
is gone. How will I go on?”  

Reflection: What people today face great adversity? Might one think about refugees in the 
Middle East, North Africa, or Central America who flee violence or starvation at home and have 
nowhere to go? What about in your region? What about you, are you facing adversity? 

Good News in the Bible: God enters human adversity in the form of a child.  

God enters human adversity in the form of  child. The Savior could have come directly as an 
angel from heaven and avoided all the struggles of being human; or been born as a child in a 
palace bed with linen sheets; or appeared at a less difficult time in history. But God chose Mary, 
in a non-descript stable in a minor town, in an insignificant Roman colony in the ancient world, 
among God’s chosen people. God enters the adversities people face, and humbly submits to 
suffering, choosing to know life exactly as we know it. 
 
Christ comes especially for those facing adversity. God gives the first news of this birth not to 
those dining in the governor’s palace, or to devout religious lawyers studying scrolls in the 
ancient library, but to those who know hardship and poverty, lowly shepherds eking out a living 
on society’s margins. (By Luke’s time, they were often regarded as trespassers since much land 
was privatized, unlike when David wrote the 23rd Psalm.) God sends “an angel”, who remains 
nameless, to these particular shepherds, and they are surrounded with “the glory of the Lord”. 
The angel comforts them with the same words Gabriel said to Zechariah and Mary, “Do not be 
afraid” (1:13, 31).  
 
God makes those who face adversity to be the first public group to know this child as the 
“Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord”. The message is personal and intimate― “to you is born 
this day”―yet it is also universal, “good news of great joy for all the people”. Angels, a 
“multitude of the heavenly host”, sing to them, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth 
peace among those whom he favours!” In Bethlehem, God leads them to “find a child wrapped 
in bands of cloth and lying in a manger”, and they make “known what had been told them about 
this child”. God considers them worthy of receiving this revelation and they return “glorifying 
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and praising God for all they had heard and seen, as it had been told them”. Mary, for her part, 
“treasured all [their] words and pondered them in her heart”. Well she might, given “the Son of 
the Most High” (1:32) is glorified in the heavens by being born in such a lowly setting. 

Good News in Our World: God has entered the adversity of our own settings.  

A friend spoke of reading a bedtime story to his nieces aged three and seven. When he finished, 
the three-year-old took the story book and stood on it and cried unconsolably. Ron was 
distressed. “What’s the matter? What’s the matter?” It was the seven-year-old who answered, 
“She wants to be in the story.” 

At Christmas, many people come to services who are uncertain about their relationship with the 
church, and perhaps to God. Many come with a longing to be in the story, as they were when 
they were children. The world is not as God intended. God comes to save us―from ourselves 
and what troubles may assail us. God comes as a child because God wants to be known by us. 

God comes as a baby into our midst:  

1) in humility, largely unnoticed in daily life, not forcing anyone to believe.   

2) in submission to the suffering this fallen world presents, including the limitations of being a 
human.  

3) in non-threatening ways, so that we may approach God with love, not fear. (“Do not be 
afraid.”)  

4) in a person, that we might know God personally. 

5) in human form that we might know that God knows what we face every day. 

Paul also has a birth narrative, sometimes overlooked at Christmas for its brevity: 

…Christ Jesus,  
who, though he was in the form of God, 
   did not regard equality with God 
   as something to be exploited,  
but emptied himself, 
   taking the form of a slave, 
   being born in human likeness. (Philippians 2:5-7.)  

People may ask, How can I trust God? Nothing is pretentious or untrustworthy about God in this 
birth. There is nothing about human suffering that this baby will not know: joy, grief, hunger, 
temptation, homelessness, violence, rejection, oppression, injustice, betrayal, denial, torture, 
ridicule, and death on a cross. God accepted this and prepared for this moment for eons. The 
“Most High” (1:32) chooses the most low. In coming as a baby, God shows the same love for us 
that Christ shows in going to the cross. As it turns out, we are in fact in the story. 



 17 

Reflection: When did you, someone you know, or your community learn to trust God? 

JANUARY 24, 2021 

LUKE 2:41-52 JESUS AS A BOY IN THE TEMPLE  
41 Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover. 42And when 
he was twelve years old, they went up as usual for the festival. 43When the festival was ended 
and they started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not 
know it. 44Assuming that he was in the group of travellers, they went a day’s journey. Then they 
started to look for him among their relatives and friends. 45When they did not find him, they 
returned to Jerusalem to search for him. 46After three days they found him in the temple, 
sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. 47And all who heard 
him were amazed at his understanding and his answers. 48When his parents saw him they were 
astonished; and his mother said to him, ‘Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your 
father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.’ 49He said to them, ‘Why were you 
searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?’ 50But they did not 
understand what he said to them. 51Then he went down with them and came to Nazareth, and 
was obedient to them. His mother treasured all these things in her heart.  

52 And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favour.  

Trouble in the Bible: Jesus is not where his parents expect him to be. 
 
Mary and Joseph have been on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to celebrate the high festival of the 
Passover at the Temple. A “group of travelers” would travel together for social and safety 
reasons and now, on the return trip to Nazareth, at the end of the first day travel, Jesus’s parents 
are alarmed not to find their eldest son with the group. They took him to be “among their 
relatives and friends.” As a twelve-year-old, he could have been walking either with the women 
or men, and each parent might have assumed he was with the other.  
 
They expected he was with them. It takes them a second day to journey back to the city and it is 
“after three days” that they finally locate him, “we have been searching for you in great anxiety”. 
They do not expect to find him “in my Father’s house”, or “about my Father's business”, in the 
words of the King James Version. They find him at the feet of rabbis in the Temple, preparing 
for his ministry.  
 
Trouble in Our World: Christ may not seem to be where we want him to be. 
 
When things go wrong, Christ may not seem to be where we expect he should be. We may want 
him to do something to make things better. We may want him ready to serve us whenever we 
call. Natural though that is, and though he comes to serve, in that way of thinking, God is there 
to do our will not the other way around.  
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Even for people who put God first in their lives, when bad things happen, or when a prayer 
seems to go unanswered, it can seem as though God is off-duty. Our perception may not be what 
matters most. We cannot know God’s character solely by responding to events, we need God’s 
Word and the illumination of the Holy Spirit. God is known by revelation, by what God reveals. 
By coming in Jesus, God shows humanity most fully and clearly his vulnerability, weakness, 
suffering, and seemingly foolish yet lavish love.  
 
Even coming in the form of a baby, or as the Savior dying on a cross, or in rising from the dead, 
God was not where humans might have expected. Nonetheless God is where God has revealed 
Godself to be, and that is in the midst of human affairs, amidst the broken and the broken-
hearted, on the side of those who suffer. If we go looking for Jesus and seem not to find him, that 
does not mean he is absent. He may be simply absent from our trust and faith.  
 
Reflection: Tell of a time when God seemed distant or on vacation to you or others. In retrospect, 
do you think it was true? 
 
Good News in the Bible: Jesus is tending his Father’s business.  
 
Already at twelve, Jesus is about his Father’s business. When Jesus is finally found in the 
Temple, Mary cries out, “your father and I have been searching for you”. By ‘father’ she refers 
to Joseph, but Jesus responds, “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” In other 
words, ‘I was not lost, I was in God’s house where I was learning what I was meant to know. My 
other Father was taking care of me―keeping me safe and teaching me Scripture.’ Not only that, 
he amazes “all who heard him” in his “understanding and his answers”. This account has parallel 
verses, before and after, that indicate God is blessing Jesus: that indicate God is blessing Jesus: 
“The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favour of God was upon him” 
(2:40), and, “Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favour.” 
 
Jesus is tending his Father’s business in a larger way that this text foreshadows, concerning the 
cross. In the Temple, God is already preparing him not just for his earthly ministry, but also for 
his eventual death as a Passover sacrifice for the people of Israel, that death may ‘pass over’ 
them. The next time Luke mentions Passover, Jesus will be the Passover lamb (on Good Friday), 
in Luke’s double meaning: “Then came the day of Unleavened Bread, on which the Passover 
lamb had to be sacrificed.” (22:7.) For three days after this present Passover he is lost to his 
parents. For three days after that later Passover and his death he is lost to his followers, but “on 
the third day” (as Jesus will prophesy in 9:22, 13:32, 18:33, 24:7, 24:6), God raises him from the 
dead for the salvation of the world.  
 
Good News in Our World: Christ is tending God’s business in our lives.  
 
Jesus’s words are still true in our lives, when he says, I am “about my Father’s business”. He 
continues to act through his Spirit, not least: 

1) in prayer, as Paul says, “the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to 
pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.” 
(Romans 8:26.)  
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2) in worship, as Jesus says, “where two or three are gathered together in my name, I am 
there among them” (Matthew 18:20). 

3) in accompanying us throughout life, giving guidance and strength. Joshua 1:9 reads, “do 
not be frightened or dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go”. 
Jesus says in Matthew 28:20, “I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

4) in teaching us, through the Spirit, about faith and how to read scripture, as he taught the 
disciples to do on the Road to Emmaus (24:27). “But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, 
whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all 
that I have said to you.” (John 14:26.) Origen, an early church father, said that when we 
read scripture correctly, Christ reads it to us. The Reformer John Calvin said nearly the 
same thing, the true meaning of scripture is the one illumined by the Holy Spirit.  

 
Tabitha Kelly tells on YouTube about her very unusual experience of meeting Christ. She had a 
hard upbringing, her mother was an addict, and from twelve to sixteen years of age she was sent 
to live with her difficult aunt. At seventeen she got her own apartment and proudly claimed she 
was an atheist. She felt that if there was a good God, she would not have had the childhood she 
had, she would have met her father, she would have felt loved by her mother.  
 
Some years later, she and her husband had a daughter and she also miscarried a son. On April 6, 
2014, her husband announced he was taking their young daughter to church for the first time. 
They fought and Tabitah was furious since he knew her atheist beliefs. Alone in the house, she 
said, “Alright, I will pray and prove that he is wrong. Jesus if you are real, show me and heal me 
and give me a son.” She said that as she prayed, the clouds out the window parted. A person 
“with such kind eyes” came and stood before her and put hands on her head. She was sobbing 
and saying she was sorry for not believing. She asked God to please heal her that she might have 
a son. Nine months to the day later, on January 6, 2015, their son was born. It was Epiphany, the 
day God revealed Jesus’s divinity to the Maji. That was the day that she dared to tell her story to 
her husband, or anyone.10 
 
Such testimonies may seem ridiculous. Many people have prayed to see Jesus and no clouds 
have parted, or prayed for a child and not become pregnant. What do we do with online 
testimonies like that, especially when an individual giving it seems authentic? One might just 
dismiss it outright, or at least until some related experience is our own. If we did that, we might 
also dismiss most accounts of people encountering God in the Bible and through history. On the 
other hand, even in his own earthly ministry, Jesus did not heal everyone, and there are many 
other ways in which Christ acts and God responds to prayer. If one has experienced Christ in 
one’s life, one might simply do as Mary did with the testimony of the shepherds, she “kept all 
these things, and pondered them in her heart” (2:19 KJV.) Or we might say with Gabriel, “For 
with God nothing shall be impossible.” (1:37 KJV.)  
 
Reflection: Can you recall a story of some person, church, or outreach ministry, in which Christ 
may be found to be doing God’s business today?  
 
NO SESSIONS FEBRUARY 1 AND 8 
                                                 
10 Tabitha Kelley, “I Met God Face to Face”, YouTube Video, August 4, 2018. Viewed online on October 7, 2020 at 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0rJeIf8UKyI>. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0rJeIf8UKyI
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PART TWO: JESUS’S MINISTRY AND TEACHING 
 
FEBRUARY 15, 2021 
 
LUKE 3:21-4:15  JESUS’S IDENTITY, TEMPTATION, AND 
START OF MINISTRY 
 
21 Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had been baptized and was 
praying, the heaven was opened, 22and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like 
a dove. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well 
pleased.’ 
 
23 Jesus was about thirty years old when he began his work. He was the son (as was thought) of 
Joseph son of Heli, 24son of Matthat, son of Levi, son of Melchi, son of Jannai, son of Joseph, 
25son of Mattathias, son of Amos, son of Nahum, son of Esli, son of Naggai, 26son of Maath, 
son of Mattathias, son of Semein, son of Josech, son of Joda, 27son of Joanan, son of Rhesa, son 
of Zerubbabel, son of Shealtiel, son of Neri, 28son of Melchi, son of Addi, son of Cosam, son of 
Elmadam, son of Er, 29son of Joshua, son of Eliezer, son of Jorim, son of Matthat, son of Levi, 
30son of Simeon, son of Judah, son of Joseph, son of Jonam, son of Eliakim, 31son of Melea, 
son of Menna, son of Mattatha, son of Nathan, son of David, 32son of Jesse, son of Obed, son 
of Boaz, son of Sala, son of Nahshon, 33son of Amminadab, son of Admin, son of Arni, son of 
Hezron, son of Perez, son of Judah, 34son of Jacob, son of Isaac, son of Abraham, son of Terah, 
son of Nahor, 35son of Serug, son of Reu, son of Peleg, son of Eber, son of Shelah, 36son of 
Cainan, son of Arphaxad, son of Shem, son of Noah, son of Lamech, 37son of Methuselah, son 
of Enoch, son of Jared, son of Mahalaleel, son of Cainan, 38son of Enos, son of Seth, son of 
Adam, son of God. 
 
4:1Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the 
wilderness, 2where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during 
those days, and when they were over, he was famished. 3The devil said to him, ‘If you are the 
Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.’ 4Jesus answered him, ‘It is written, 
“One does not live by bread alone.” ’ 
 
5 Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. 6And 
the devil said to him, ‘To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given 
over to me, and I give it to anyone I please. 7If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.’ 
8Jesus answered him, ‘It is written, 
“Worship the Lord your God, 
   and serve only him.” ’ 
 
9 Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to 
him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, 10for it is written, 
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“He will command his angels concerning you, 
   to protect you”, 
11and 
“On their hands they will bear you up, 
   so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.” ’ 
12Jesus answered him, ‘It is said, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” ’ 
13When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time. 
14Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him 
spread through all the surrounding country. 15He began to preach in their synagogues and was 
praised by everyone. 
 
Trouble in the Bible: Jesus is tempted to be other than who he is. 
 
This reading is about Jesus’s dual identity as fully divine and fully human, and his temptations to 
be other than who he is. His divinity is signalled throughout, but receives particular emphasis at 
the beginning of this passage, where God speaks aloud to him from heaven, at the end of his 
genealogy, and at the very end, where the Spirit fills him.  
 
At his baptism, God says to Jesus, “You are my Son, the Beloved”. His lineage is traced not 
through Joseph, who is only his “supposed” father, but through Mary and her father, Heli, and 
includes David and Abraham, right back to Creation and Adam. Why does Luke say, “Adam, the 
Son of God”? Adam was the first human, created in God’s own “image” (Genesis 1:27), the 
offspring of God. (Paul identifies Jesus as the “Son of God” [Romans 1:4] and says, “Adam… is 
a type” or foreshadowing of Christ [Romans 5:14]. Paul also speaks of a “new creation” in Christ 
[2 Corinthians 5:17] in which Jesus is the “last Adam” [1 Corinthians 15:45].)  
 
We can easily focus only on Jesus’s three temptations, forgetting that there were many more. 
Prior to these three he was in the wilderness, “where for forty days he was tempted by the devil”. 
During those days, “he ate nothing at all”, and when he comes to these final temptations, he is 
not just hungry, he is “famished”―starving. Jesus is favored, yet like Mary, he receives no 
favors other than those common to other human beings. His temptations are a challenge to his 
identity as “the Son of God” and his will to abide by the limitations of his humanity. He is 
tempted:  
1) to use his own powers to turn stones into bread to satisfy his hunger or perhaps even the 
hunger of the world 
2) to worship the devil and use the devil’s powers to establish an earthly kingdom 
3) to jump from “the pinnacle of the temple” in Jerusalem and have divine powers save him from 
death.  
 
The devil knows scripture, and quotes a Psalm to Jesus, “[God] will command his angels 
concerning you, to protect you. On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash 
your foot against a stone.” (Psalm 91:11-12.) The devil also knows Jesus’s identity, twice calls 
him ‘the Son of God’, and hopes that using scripture to make his case in itself will be tempting.  
 
The seemingly divine powers the tempter offers are always illusory, demonic. Finally, “when the 
devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.” Jesus then begins 
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his ministry, he “was about thirty years old when he began his work”. There will be several times 
during Jesus’s ministry for the devil to return, but the “opportune time” will be in the Garden of 
Gethsemane when Jesus is tempted to avoid the cross (22:42).  
 
Trouble in Our World: We are tempted to be other than who we are.  
 
We are tempted to be other than who we are. Temptations look good, that is why they are 
tempting. That is the nature of evil, it is deceptive. Jesus’s temptations were so powerful because 
they seemed reasonable. Right and wrong are often clear, but evil and sin make wrong seem right 
and good seem bad.  
 
Children generally no longer are taught to read scripture, much less memorize it, but arguably 
that is one of the best ways to teach children who they/we are. We are children of God. 
Temptations abound. A mother made and excellent plea before a judge on behalf of her son, who 
was charged with possession of a dangerous substance. She said words that we could all teach 
our children or grandchildren: “I taught him to say, when tempted by drugs, ‘That is not who I 
am,’ or, ‘This is not who I am meant to be.’” The judge was impressed. 
 
In the early pandemic, many people were tempted to look out for number one, they were 
hoarding scarce supplies, like toilet paper, hand sanitizer, and masks, and some were selling 
these things at hugely inflated prices. As the pandemic continued and people became more 
polarized over whether fighting covid-19 was more important than saving the economy, 
neighbors stopped talking to neighbors, and families had divisions that were sometimes 
unbridgeable. People forgot about an identity rooted in loving God and neighbor.  
 
Reflection: Can you think of anyone or a group that gave in to temptation and thereby 
compromised their true identity? 
 
Good News in the Bible: God affirms Jesus’s identity 
 
Jesus is “about thirty years” of age and already knows his identity, not least from what his 
parents have related about his birth and his own study of scripture. At the beginning of his 
ministry, God reaffirms it. Jesus is both divine and human, but what does that mean? He has 
nothing to repent in coming to John the Baptist for baptism, just as he had no sin to be cleansed 
as an infant in the Temple (2:22)―his parents simply obeyed God’s law. God now blesses Jesus 
as he submits to John’s baptism, a renouncing of sin that God requires of all people. As Jesus 
prays, the heavens open and “the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove”. 
God declares, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”   
 
Jesus is “led by the Spirit in the wilderness”. Why does the Spirit lead him to where the devil 
awaits, instead of away from the devil? God is affirming Jesus’s identity even in allowing him to 
be tempted. Temptation is part of his identity, for to be human is to be weak and tempted. (The 
writer of Hebrews says Jesus was tempted for our benefit, “For we do not have a high priest who 
is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been 
tested as we are, yet without sin.” Hebrews 4:15.) At the same time, God does not leave Jesus to 
face his temptations alone―the Spirit remains with him. 
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The devil’s temptations seem to align with things that are pleasing to God, except that they relate 
to the kingdom of this world and the devil’s deceptive powers, not the kingdom of God: ending 
hunger, establishing Jesus as king, and reliance on God for protection from death. Jesus does not 
waver. God will do these things, in God’s own way, in the interest of all that is good, not Jesus’s 
own self-interest. Though famished, Jesus sees through the devil’s ruse and resists each 
temptation by quoting scripture:  
1) “One does not live by bread alone” (Deuteronomy 8:3). 
2) “Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” (Deuteronomy 6:13-14, variation.) 
3) “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” (Deuteronomy 6:16.) 
In the same way Jesus will not waver when he later sets “his face…towards Jerusalem” (9:53) 
and to dying on the cross for the salvation of all. 
 
Jesus does not choose to opt out of human suffering and death, but chooses whatever God calls 
him to bear. At the same time Jesus asserts his own divine nature in saying to the devil, “Do not 
put the Lord your God to the test.” Jesus then begins his ministry in Galilee, “filled with the 
power of the Spirit”, who stayed with him throughout. 
 
The devil wants Jesus to deny who he is but has only the powers of sin and death to offer. Jesus 
will deny himself but not the way the devil hopes and he will not deny his identity. He will deny 
himself by going to the cross for others. He will offer his body for the sake of the world; he will 
establish a kingdom and rule over both heaven and earth, not just earth; and on the pinnacle of 
the cross atop Calvary, God will fulfill Psalm 91 (that the devil twists into a temptation), “He 
will command his angels concerning you, to protect you. On their hands they will bear 
you up….” God will raise Jesus from the dead. 
 
Good News in Our World: God affirms our true identity is found in Christ. 
 
How can any of us know who we truly are, especially in a time of great social upheaval, division, 
and uncertainty? How can we believe that we are important, that God has a purpose for our lives, 
that life has meaning? 
 
God affirms our true identity is found in Christ. We know who we are by whose we are. The 
devil who tempted Jesus, tempts us to deny Christ and who we are made to be. The Spirit, who 
stayed by Jesus’s side, strengthens us to choose right.  
 

1) Who are we? We are children of God, born to be in relationship with our Maker. Christ 
makes that possible. God gives blessings to all people (“your Father…sends rain on the 
righteous and the unrighteous”, Matthew 5:45), and gives special blessings in baptism. 
God says to us words similar to what Jesus heard, ‘This is my beloved child in whom I 
am well pleased.’ We receive Jesus’s baptism of “the Holy Spirit and of fire”, in the 
name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit―in the words the worldwide church 
affirms. By this, we receive the gift of the Holy Spirit, we never are asked to deal with 
temptations on our own.  
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2) Who is Jesus? We do not figure out who Jesus is on our own. Scripture and the Holy 
Spirit reveal Jesus’s true identity to us. The Spirit does the persuading that we are each 
beloved and to be found in our intended identity in Christ. 

 
A newly ordained pastor from the city was sent to minister in a rural community in Manitoba 
where she discovered how deep was the identity of the people. The harvest that year was a bad 
one, and the farmers were suffering. She  made the mistake of wondering out loud to her worship 
committee if they should cancel Thanksgiving that year. They were horrified, she said: 
  

“Can’t you see? Don’t you understand just how much we have to be thankful for?” 
They explained (yes, with some exasperation) that this wasn’t the first or worst poor 
harvest season that they had faced. They described  what it meant to come to church with 
friends and neighbours, to sing hymns and hear Scripture that reassured them of God’s 
healing presence in rough times. They spoke of trusting the power of love to bring life 
out of death. They talked proudly about being ‘next year’ people, as deeply rooted in 
hope as they were in the Manitoba soil they farmed.11 God gave them that understanding. 

 
Reflection: Is there someone you know who finally said yes to Jesus Christ, and found great 
peace in doing so, like they had come to their true self?  
 
FEBRUARY 22, 2021 
 
LUKE 4:16-30  JESUS IS REJECTED IN NAZARETH 
 
16 When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on 
the sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 17and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah 
was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:  
18 ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
   because he has anointed me 
     to bring good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
   and recovery of sight to the blind, 
     to let the oppressed go free,  
19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’  
20And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the 
synagogue were fixed on him. 21Then he began to say to them, ‘Today this scripture has been 
fulfilled in your hearing.’ 22All spoke well of him and were amazed at the gracious words that 
came from his mouth. They said, ‘Is not this Joseph’s son?’ 23He said to them, ‘Doubtless you 
will quote to me this proverb, “Doctor, cure yourself!” And you will say, “Do here also in your 
home town the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.” 24And he said, ‘Truly I tell 
you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s home town. 25But the truth is, there were many 
widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when the heaven was shut up for three years and six 
months, and there was a severe famine over all the land; 26yet Elijah was sent to none of them 
                                                 
11 Elizabeth Macdonald, “Learning Gratitude the Hard Way―from Grasshoppers,” Touchstone, 38:1, February 2020, 33.   
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except to a widow at Zarephath in Sidon. 27There were also many lepers in Israel in the time of 
the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the Syrian.’ 28When they 
heard this, all in the synagogue were filled with rage. 29They got up, drove him out of the town, 
and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him 
off the cliff. 30But he passed through the midst of them and went on his way.  
 
Trouble in the Bible: The people want to restrict God’s salvation. 
 
The people want to restrict God’s salvation. When Jesus preaches his first hometown sermon, 
they want him to conform to their expectations. They have heard of his miracles in Galilee: “Do 
here also in your home town the things that we have heard you did at Capernaum.” He stands up 
and reads from the scroll a passage from Isaiah associated with the Messiah, and then sits to 
preach, “This Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” The people are all approving of their boy. 
(Scholars who prescribe readings for the church, often cut this text here, but it is best read as 
one.)  
 
However, Jesus then tells them,  “no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s home town.” They do 
not want to know him for who he is. During a famine when “the heaven was shut up for three 
years and six months”, the prophet Elijah “was sent to none of [the widows of Israel] except to a 
[foreign] widow at Zarephath in Sidon”. There were “many lepers in Israel”, but the prophet 
Elisha cleansed “none of them …except Naaman the Syrian.” Jesus warns the people not to 
presume they are saved just because they are from Israel―God extends salvation to gentiles as 
well.  
 
Suddenly the hometown folks are enraged, “they got up, drove him out of the town, and led him 
to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so that they might hurl him off the cliff.”  
 
Why? His ideas about God do not fit with theirs. They want to limit God: 1) They want God only 
to save only Israel, not gentiles. 2) They do not want to see God in Jesus. 3) They want to stop 
Jesus from spreading his message. At the start of his ministry, as at the end, his own people do 
not receive him. His words here about no prophet is accepted by the hometown, on the cross will 
prove doubly true. 
 
Trouble in Our World: We try to limit God.  
 
From time to time, every one of us wants to limit God. We want God on our own terms. We may 
try to bargain with God, ‘If you will grant me this, I will do this.’ (Jesus said, “Do not put the 
Lord your God to the test.” Luke 4:12.) We may want to limit who God loves, perhaps hoping 
that our enemies have bad things happen to them. We limit God by saying, if you were a good 
God, you would not allow this to happen―unaware of how God may be working even in the 
midst of terrible events. We even limit God by giving up hope, shutting out Gabriel’s words to 
Mary, that nothing is impossible for God (1:37). 
 
Reflection: When have you, or when has your community tried to limit God?  
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Good News in the Bible: God’s Word cannot be stopped.  
 
God’s Word cannot be stopped. God now fulfills the words Jesus quotes from the prophet Isaiah, 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 
oppressed go free…” (see Isaiah 61:1-2). The message Jesus delivers is as urgent as John’s was 
in preparing for him: now is “the year of the Lord’s favor”, the hoped-for salvation happens now.  
 
The people of Nazareth mistakenly think he came to judge and condemn them, or to appall them 
with his Isaiah allusion to being the Messiah, and they get angry. In fact, he came to save them. 
They are included in those he has come to save, “the poor…the captives…the blind…the 
oppressed”. 
 
If we focus only on the people’s rejection of Jesus, we lose sight of the good news. This is a 
miracle story. The murderous crowd has him surrounded at cliff-edge, “But he passed through 
the midst of them and went on his way.” How does that happen? How can anyone just walk 
untouched from a violent mob attack?—only by God’s hand.  
 
The point is not that Jesus escapes. The point is that nothing can stop God’s salvation from being 
carried out, not the devil tempting Jesus in every way, not the people’s rejection of Jesus’s 
message, and not their determination to “hurl him off the cliff”.  “But he passed through the 
midst of them and went on his way.” What is his way? He is on the way to the cross to die for 
them. 
 
Jesus is rejected by his own people at the beginning of his earthly ministry in Nazareth, on top of 
a hill, so will he be at the end, at Calvary on the cross, and in both instances, he is victorious. The 
end is present in the beginning. Nothing can stop God’s word of salvation from happening. 
 
Good News in Our World: God’s Word cannot be stopped. 
 
God’s Word cannot be stopped in our own time. Someone might say, ‘What if I resent God and 
don’t want to be saved?’ Even our resentment of Jesus, or our determination not to be saved, 
may not prevail, if God is determined. Isaiah 55:5 said it first, “so shall my word be that goes out 
from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and 
succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” Jesus’s words “this scripture has been fulfilled in your 
hearing” describe what happens whenever the good news in Christ is proclaimed: those captive 
to alien powers of death are released. It happens as an event of grace in the lives of the hearers as 
the good news is shared. Christ is present, once again offering himself as our means to full life. 
There is no stopping God when God is determined to save the world.  
 
Before becoming Christian, some of us tried unsuccessfully to save ourselves, to stay in control 
and figure out life’s problems. God honors our free will. Jesus even suggests there is hope for 
those who are offended by him, “And everyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will 
be forgiven; but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven.” (12:10.) Only 
deliberate, unwavering love of evil and hatred necessarily shuts the door to God’s love.  
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We humans are among the poor to whom Jesus brings good news; the captives, not least to sin 
and evil behaviour, whom he releases; the blind, not least to God’s love for all, to whom he 
offers sight; the oppressed, not least by our own self-centeredness, whom he frees. He goes to the 
cross, to die for all people. 
 
Jesus read from the first two verses of Isaiah 61 that he said were fulfilled in him. He could 
equally have pronounced the last two verses of Isaiah 61 as fulfilled in their hearing: 
 
10 …for he has clothed me with the garments of salvation, 
   he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, 
as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland, 
   and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels.  
11 For as the earth brings forth its shoots, 
   and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, 
so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise 
   to spring up before all the nations. 
 
Reflection: Have you, or someone you know, ever tried to stop God’s Word/ purposes/ call/ 
saving acts and failed? 
 
MARCH 1, 2021 
 
LUKE 8:22-39  JESUS STILLS THE STORM AND CASTS OUT A 
LEGION OF DEMONS 

22 One day he got into a boat with his disciples, and he said to them, ‘Let us go across to the 
other side of the lake.’ So they put out, 23and while they were sailing he fell asleep. A gale 
swept down on the lake, and the boat was filling with water, and they were in danger. 24They 
went to him and woke him up, shouting, ‘Master, Master, we are perishing!’ And he woke up 
and rebuked the wind and the raging waves; they ceased, and there was a calm. 25He said to 
them, ‘Where is your faith?’ They were afraid and amazed, and said to one another, ‘Who then 
is this, that he commands even the winds and the water, and they obey him?’  

26 Then they arrived at the country of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee. 27As he stepped 
out on land, a man of the city who had demons met him. For a long time he had worn no 
clothes, and he did not live in a house but in the tombs. 28When he saw Jesus, he fell down 
before him and shouted at the top of his voice, ‘What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the 
Most High God? I beg you, do not torment me’— 29for Jesus had commanded the unclean spirit 
to come out of the man. (For many times it had seized him; he was kept under guard and bound 
with chains and shackles, but he would break the bonds and be driven by the demon into the 
wilds.) 30Jesus then asked him, ‘What is your name?’ He said, ‘Legion’; for many demons had 
entered him. 31They begged him not to order them to go back into the abyss.  
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32 Now there on the hillside a large herd of swine was feeding; and the demons begged Jesus 
to let them enter these. So he gave them permission. 33Then the demons came out of the man 
and entered the swine, and the herd rushed down the steep bank into the lake and was 
drowned.  

34 When the swineherds saw what had happened, they ran off and told it in the city and in the 
country. 35Then people came out to see what had happened, and when they came to Jesus, 
they found the man from whom the demons had gone sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and 
in his right mind. And they were afraid. 36Those who had seen it told them how the one who 
had been possessed by demons had been healed. 37Then all the people of the surrounding 
country of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them; for they were seized with great fear. So he 
got into the boat and returned. 38The man from whom the demons had gone begged that he 
might be with him; but Jesus sent him away, saying, 39‘Return to your home, and declare how 
much God has done for you.’ So he went away, proclaiming throughout the city how much 
Jesus had done for him. 

Trouble in the Bible: The disciples and the demons face death. 
 
Jesus and the disciples sail from Capernaum several miles southeast across the Sea of Galilee to 
Gerasene territory, and a “gale swept down on” the waters. The disciples face death. They panic, 
huge waves are “filling” the boat “and they [are] in danger”. Desperate, they wake Jesus, crying, 
“Master, Master, we are perishing!” Though Jesus is not a sailor like them, they expect him to do 
something. After he calms the storm, he chides them, ‘Where is your faith?’ 
 
When they arrive at the other side, a wild, naked, and filthy man is equally desperate. This 
demon-possessed man is as good as dead, and he already lives in the “tombs” of the graveyard. 
Jesus directly commands “the unclean spirit to come out”. Legion is the name of the “many 
demons [that] had entered him”. He shouts “at the top of his voice”, throwing himself at Jesus’ 
feet, “Son of the Most High God”, and begs him, “do not torment me”. These demons seem to 
think Jesus is a stronger version of themselves, a ‘tormenter’, likewise an agent of death.  
 
We are not told why Jesus says yes to the demons’ request for them to enter the “large herd of 
swine” rather than be ordered “to go back into the abyss”. In Jewish eyes, pigs are unclean. The 
tormented pigs run into the sea and drown, so the demons die anyways. The townspeople are 
“afraid”. Do they fear Jesus will destroy their other herds? They do not want to know Jesus, they 
just want him to leave―demonstrating the word in poor soil (8:11-18). They value a herd over a 
man restored to life, so they are unlikely to receive Jesus. 
 
Trouble in Our World: We face death. 
 
Like the disciples, we may panic in the face of death, as many people did with the covid-19 
virus, feeling powerless before it. It took a while for the Center for Disease Control to be clear 
that masks were one of the best forms of protection, along with other best practices: six-foot 
social distancing, frequent hand washing, disinfecting surfaces, contact tracing, and social 
bubbles, that is, monitoring the number of people with whom one had contact. Still there was no 
stopping a high death count when people would not follow the guidelines. 
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Of course ours is not the first age to deal with pandemics. Indigenous peoples around the world 
were decimated by the diseases colonial settlers brought with them. John Donne (1572-1631), 
poet and eventual Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral, saw three waves of the Black Plague roll through 
London during his ten-year tenure. He kept a coffin in his study in which he would sometimes 
nap to remind him of his mortality. Bells would ring when someone died, and he penned, “No 
man is an island, entire of itself….therefore never send to know for whom the bells tolls; it tolls 
for thee.” 
 
When death approaches (as it does in every moment), some people may choose to cling to their 
ways. They may be reluctant to trust Jesus as the “Son of the Most High God”. For all who are 
devoted to death, he offers life. The disciples’ cry in their near-sinking boat may be ours, 
‘Master, Master, we are perishing!’ Jesus challenge to them is his challenge to us, “Where is 
your faith?” 
 
Reflection: We face many storms in life, including rage, grief, loneliness, temptation, and guilt. 
Tell of when you or someone else cried something like, ‘Master, Master, I am / we are 
perishing!’  
 
Good News in the Bible: Jesus rules over life and death. 
 
Jesus rules over life and death in both the natural and spiritual worlds. He rescues the disciples 
from drowning and saves the demon-possessed man who lives as though already dead in the 
grave “tombs”.  
 
When Jesus calms the waters on the Sea of Galilee, he is less concerned about the physical storm 
than he is about the spiritual storm within the disciples’ souls with their lack of faith. He is also 
less concerned about clothing the man with garments to cover his nakedness than clothing him 
with his right mind. In effect, Jesus stills three storms, not one: 1) he calms the sea by rebuking 
“the wind and the raging waves…and there was a calm”; 2) he calms the disciples, chiding them 
for panicking and not believing, and they are “amazed” that he “commands even the winds and 
the water”; and 3) he commands “the unclean spirit to come out” of the man and he is found 
“sitting at the feet of Jesus, clothed and in his right mind”. The restored man wants to come with 
Jesus, but Jesus says, “return to your home and declare how much God has done for you”. As 
with the young man in Nain (7:11-17), Jesus gives him back to his family. 
 
God is present to the disciples in Jesus, and they are “afraid and amazed” that even the elements 
“obey him”. He rules not only over nature but over life and death.  
 
Good News in Our World: Jesus rules over life and death today in both the natural and 
spiritual worlds. 
 
At times we may fear that our problems are too big even for God to handle. Jesus would chide all 
of his followers for lack of faith, because: 1) He is with them in the boat so they do not need to 
worry, he has power even over nature. 2) He is with them even if they sink, this life is not all 
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there is. What passes for death in this life is not death in his kingdom. 3) He is life itself and no 
problem is too big for him. 
 
Luke would have us believe that Jesus has all authority, and is concerned about our entire well-
being, yet he does not take away all our problems. The disciples will face other storms as they 
continue to fish for people. The man freed from Legion goes to “declare how much God has 
done” for him, to neighbors who are unwelcoming of Jesus and want him to go away. But 
wherever Jesus is found, he calms the storm.  
 
When we follow Jesus our problems do not all disappear, some may even increase, but “with 
God, nothing will be impossible” (1:37). He would turn our anguished cries of, ‘Master, Master, 
we are perishing!’ into joyous song, ‘Master, Master, we are not perishing!’ There is no storm he 
cannot calm, be it rage, violence, grief, loneliness, temptation, guilt, despair, or whatever. 
 
The writer of the Letter to the Ephesians describes Jesus’s rule over all: after his ascension to 
heaven, he sits “at the right hand of God”, his name is “above every name that is named”, and 
God has put “has put all things under his feet”. (Ephesians 1:20-24.) 

Peter Storey, a former bishop and anti-apartheid activist in South Africa, was a young man 
when his father was dying of heart disease. Peter was angry at God that his father was such a 
good man and dying so young. Peter expressed his anger to his father who replied, “Peter, God 
did not cause this illness, but God has trusted me with this illness.” God was trusting both him 
and his son not only to bear it, but to know God had not abandoned them, was not punishing 
them, and that in spite of it all they were in God’s loving care.  

Reflection: Having faith yet bearing problems―has that been your story, or that of someone you 
know? 
 
March 7 at 8:45 a.m. online, Wilson is preaching on the call of disciples, Luke 5:1-11. Contact 
Kingsway-Lambton United Church for the ‘Fresh Start’ Zoom link. 
 

MARCH 8, 2021 

LUKE 10:25-42  THE GOOD SAMARITAN AND THE BETTER 
SISTER 
25 Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. ‘Teacher,’ he said, ‘what must I do to inherit 
eternal life?’ 26He said to him, ‘What is written in the law? What do you read there?’ 27He 
answered, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 
all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.’ 28And he said to him, 
‘You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.’  

29 But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, ‘And who is my neighbor?’ 30Jesus replied, ‘A 
man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who 



 31 

stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. 31Now by chance a priest was 
going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32So likewise a 
Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33But a Samaritan 
while travelling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34He went to 
him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his 
own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35The next day he took out two 
denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, “Take care of him; and when I come back, I will 
repay you whatever more you spend.” 36Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to 
the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?’ 37He said, ‘The one who showed him mercy.’ 
Jesus said to him, ‘Go and do likewise.’  

38 Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha 
welcomed him into her home. 39She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and 
listened to what he was saying. 40But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to 
him and asked, ‘Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? 
Tell her then to help me.’ 41But the Lord answered her, ‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and 
distracted by many things; 42there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, 
which will not be taken away from her.’ 

Trouble in the Bible: The lawyer and Martha fall short of loving God and neighbor. 
 
A lawyer “test[s]” Jesus about inheriting “eternal life”.  Jesus turns the question back on him 
with the great commandment, really two commandments in one: “love the Lord your God…and 
your neighbor as yourself.” If the lawyer does this, Jesus tells him, “you will live.” What follows 
in Luke is the great commandment in reverse order, love your neighbor (the Good Samaritan) 
and the Lord your God (Mary and Martha). 
 
The lawyer is uneasy, and wants “to justify” himself and say the right thing. Jesus said “love 
your neighbor” but this lawyer is not sure if neighbor means more to Jesus than is commonly 
understood. Neighbors are one’s fellow Jews. He asks, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus tells of a 
priest and Levite who separately bypassed a man beaten by robbers and lying by the road, lest in 
caring for him they become unclean under Jewish law. A Samaritan saw him and “was moved 
with pity.” No Samaritan was commonly thought to be good, yet this one “bandaged” the victim, 
“put him on his own animal”, cared for him the first night, and left him in the innkeeper’s care 
with the promise to “repay you whatever more you spend.” Jesus then asks, “which of these 
three…was a neighbor”? The lawyer correctly replies, the Samaritan, “The one who showed him 
mercy.” Jesus tells him to “do likewise”. From initially being somewhat cocky in presuming his 
own eternal life, the lawyer now must live with the possibility that he does not always love his 
neighbor as himself. 
 
Martha also falls short. When Jesus is in Martha’s house, she does what is right by social 
convention, she prepares a meal for her honored guest. She expresses displeasure that her sister 
does not help and instead “sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying”. (God told 
Peter, James, and John―“Listen to him!” 9:35.) Jesus responds tenderly, “Martha, Martha, you 
are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing.” Mary has chosen 
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what “will not be taken away from her”— his words of salvation and the kingdom. Martha is 
loving in preparing the meal for her neighbor, but she may not be fully loving her God, the 
opposite of the  lawyer. 
 
Trouble in Our World: Many of us fall short of loving God and neighbor.  
 
Many of us are like the lawyer and Martha. We have many distractions. We assume that we are 
right, but we may need further correction in terms of the great commandment. Even when we do 
right by the religious laws or social conventions, as did the lawyer and Martha, we may fall short 
of Jesus’s radical demands for love in the kingdom.  
 
The Samaritans face prejudice in Jesus’s day akin to racial prejudice today: no Samaritan can be 
good. (In 9:51-55, the disciples want a Samaritan village consumed with fire from heaven, but 
Jesus rebukes them.) Then as now, radical love is needed.  
 
There was probably no initial direct connection between the pandemic and the racial protests that 
arose during it, except that more people were at home and available to march. Several features of 
the swelling Black Lives Matter movement during the summer of 2020 made it distinct from 
earlier protests, indicating a sea-change in public opinion: 1) It was clearly interracial. Polls 
indicate that the majority of Americans, on seeing numerous video recordings of violence against 
Blacks by Neo-Nazis and police, agree with what Blacks have been saying for decades, that the 
law does not treat them as equal to whites. 2) It was global. George Floyd’s name and face 
became an icon of racial injustice. 3) The public argument shifted.  
 
Whereas before, most whites probably described themselves as non-racist, many came to see that 
the issue is larger than individual conscious attitudes and behavior. It has to do with unexamined 
bias, often unconscious, or built into social systems and management practices. The focus in race 
relations has largely shifted to systemic racism that prevents all people from having the same 
opportunities for education, jobs, homes, and freedom.  
 
Even before the Trump presidency, discussion of Black Lives Matter had become highly 
politicized. After the homicides of NYPD officers Rafael Ramos and Wenjian Liu in Brooklyn, 
New York on December 20, 2014, a Blue Lives Matter counter-movement was begun to value 
police officers shot in the line of duty. During Trump’s time in office, tensions between the two 
movements increased, as did hatred, on both sides. Jesus’s words remain, “Love your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind, and your 
neighbor as yourself.”   
 
Reflection: Is there any event in your life or community to which Jesus might say,  “you are 
worried and distracted by many things [when] there is need of only one thing”?  
 
Good News in the Bible: Jesus makes loving God and neighbor possible.  
 
Jesus makes observing the great commandment possible for the lawyer by his mercy in going to 
the cross for him.  The lawyer wants eternal life, and Jesus grants it by telling him, obey the dual 
law of loving God and neighbor, and you “will live”. He then raises the bar by including in the 
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idea of “neighbor” the Samaritans that Israel despises. He shows that the lawyer’s common ideas 
of neighbor are not good enough, yet Jesus does not condemn him. Rather, he leads the lawyer to 
the importance of mercy as key both for dealing with the neighbor and for receiving eternal life. 
The lawyer confesses that the neighbor is the “one who showed…mercy”.   
 
The lawyer wants to be seen by Jesus as righteous, and thinks he can “justify himself”, so he 
asked “who is my neighbor?” Jesus ends up commissioning him to be good like the Samaritan, 
“Go and do likewise”. (Some people in his day would take offence at being told to imitate a 
Samaritan.) However, it is not by the lawyer’s mercy that he will be justified and have eternal 
life. He is to show mercy because that will be pleasing to God, but he cannot justify himself or 
earn salvation. It is by God’s mercy in coming in Christ that he will be justified and found right 
to inherit eternal life. That is at least part of the reason Jesus tells his parable about the 
Samaritan.  
 
At another level of his story, he is the Samaritan. Though despised and rejected, he is truly good 
and innocent. He is “moved with pity” at the naked and “half dead”. He comes to those who are 
abused by the world and in danger of dying and he pours oil and wine on their wounds, bandages 
them, and will take them to a safe place where he cares for them. And he pays whatever debt any 
of them may have incurred. He is the good neighbor who will do anything for others that they 
may live. When Jesus says, “Go and do likewise,” he is saying to the lawyer, “I will do likewise 
and show mercy with you.” 
 
Jesus makes it possible for Mary and Martha to love God and neighbor by coming to their home 
and feeding them what they need. While Martha faithfully works in the kitchen serving Jesus, 
Jesus is present in the house serving them the kingdom of God and Martha is missing out. For 
him, being physically fed matters less than ensuring they receive what he feeds them. Only “one 
thing” is necessary, that the people be awakened to God’s love and mercy. So fed by what he 
offers them, they can extend that love to others. 
 
Good News in Our World: Jesus makes loving God and neighbor possible for us. 
 
On October 2, 2019, eighteen year old Brandt Jean asked the court’s permission to hug Amber 
Guyger, a white police officer, as she was sentenced. She had killed his brother, Botham Jean, 
when she walked into his apartment, thinking it was her own. When she apologized, Brandt 
forgave her, out of his faith in Christ, "I want people to have the heart that God has."12  
 
His action, like the forgiveness given by George Floyd’s brother and numerous others, set off a 
debate in some Black communities over whether anger or forgiveness is best. Of course the 
choice is not binary, either/or. One woman in San Francisco wrote, “It’s hard to grapple with the 
fact that white people have actively had the choice to tune out racism. They haven’t had to pay 
attention. Until right now.”13 White people for the most part have not had to think about their 

                                                 
12 Darran Simon, Ed Lavandera and Ashley Killough, "His hug of forgiveness shocked the country. Yet he still won't watch the 
video from that moment”, CNN, 7:43 AM ET, Sun December 8, 2019, <https://www.cnn.com/2019/12/06/us/brandt-jean-
botham-jean-forgiveness/index.html>. 
13 Shaquille Heath, "Black People Are Struggling With How to Forgive You; Reckoning with Exhaustive Forgiveness,"  The 
Washington Post, June 18, 2020. Viewed online on June 21, 2020 at 

https://www.cnn.com/2019/12/06/us/brandt-jean-botham-jean-forgiveness/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2019/12/06/us/brandt-jean-botham-jean-forgiveness/index.html
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color when they go out alone, or how their children will be treated by police. Nonetheless, over 
and over there have been instances of police being kind and people dealing with race offering the 
love and forgiveness that Christ offers.  
 
Some people might ask, ‘When will I ever be able to love my neighbors as myself?’ All our 
efforts are marred by sin. Jesus is the only one fully capable of obeying the great commandment 
and perfectly loving God and neighbor. He makes loving God and neighbour possible for us, 
through his resurrection power given to us in the Spirit. He is the fulfillment of the great 
commandment that we cannot achieve on our own. Thus through faith in him we are counted as 
good neighbors, worthy “to inherit eternal life.”  
 
Reflection: Can you think of an outstanding example of God empowering one person to be a 
good neighbor?   
 
MARCH 15, 2021  
 
LUKE 15:3-32  FOUR PARABLES OF THE LOST 
3 So he told them this parable: 4‘Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of 
them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he 
finds it? 5When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6And when he comes 
home, he calls together his friends and neighbours, saying to them, “Rejoice with me, for I have 
found my sheep that was lost.” 7Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one 
sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who need no repentance.  

8 ‘Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, sweep 
the house, and search carefully until she finds it? 9When she has found it, she calls together her 
friends and neighbours, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had 
lost.” 10Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who 
repents.’  

11 Then Jesus said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger of them said to his 
father, “Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.” So he divided his 
property between them. 13A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and travelled to 
a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14When he had 
spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in 
need. 15So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to 
his fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were 
eating; and no one gave him anything. 17But when he came to himself he said, “How many of 
my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! 18I will 
get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and 

                                                 
<<https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/06/21/distinguished-pols-week-they-may-beat-trump-all-by-
themselves/Christ is our Good Samaritan, and he restores life to us―he is our best neighbor. 
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before you; 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 
hands.’ ” 20So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him 
and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 21Then the 
son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to 
be called your son.” 22But the father said to his slaves, “Quickly, bring out a robe—the best 
one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23And get the fatted calf 
and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he 
was lost and is found!” And they began to celebrate.  

25 ‘Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard 
music and dancing. 26He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27He replied, 
“Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back 
safe and sound.” 28Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began 
to plead with him. 29But he answered his father, “Listen! For all these years I have been working 
like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me 
even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of yours came 
back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for 
him!” 31Then the father said to him, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is 
yours. 32But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has 
come to life; he was lost and has been found.”’  

Trouble in the Bible: Many people are lost.  
 
In addition to the parable of the lost saltiness, that precedes this, Jesus tells four more ‘lost’ 
parables here: the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the prodigal son―really two parables in one, 
about two sons who are lost.  
 
One hundred sheep are “in the wilderness” and one “is lost”. Jesus connects the single sheep 
with “a sinner who repents” and the “ninety-nine” are “righteous people who need no 
repentance”.   

A woman loses one of ten silver coins and “light[s] a lamp, sweep[s] the house, and search[es] 
carefully” and finds it. Not only is the coin lost, she may be lost without it.  

In the parable of the prodigal son, the younger of two sons effectively wishes that his father is 
dead by asking for his inheritance while his father is alive. He takes his father’s wealth and 
travels “to a distant country”. He was prodigal (= wasteful) and “squandered his property in 
dissolute living”. He loses himself. Without funds or friends when famine struck, he worked with 
the unclean pigs, and no one would give him even “the pods that the pigs were eating”. He 
returns in humility and confesses,  “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.” The father celebrates 
by hosting a party. 
 
The elder son in his own way is lost. He is hard at work “in the field” when he discovers the 
party going on. He is angry because “for three years” he worked “like a slave” and “never 
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disobeyed”, but he received no celebration. “This [other] son of yours devoured your property 
with prostitutes [and] you killed the fatted calf for him!” The father reassures him that his share 
of the inheritance is safe, “all that is mine is yours.” He reminds him, “this brother of yours was 
dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.”  
 
The elder son is righteous, he honored his father (one of the Ten Commandments), worked hard, 
and did as commanded. But he is not without sin. Just as the prodigal son in effect wished his 
father was dead, so too, the elder son was content that his “brother…was dead” and wants to 
leave him that way. He does not rejoice that he has “come to life”, does not value his father’s 
joy, and only thinks of himself. As Jesus said earlier, “the one to whom little is forgiven, loves 
little” (7:47). 
 
Trouble in Our World: Many today are lost. 
 
At a societal level we can name many people who are lost. In Canada and the United States, 
Indigenous women disappear or are murdered at a rate up to 3.5 times the national average, and 
up to 80 per cent of their cases are unsolved.14 Lost also are many of those who are addicted to 
drugs or alcohol, or who are in prison without opportunity or ability to reform, or who suffer 
from severe mental illness, or who are consumed with anger and hate. Jesus’s sermon in 
Nazareth (4:18-19) announced his mission to the lost (i.e., the poor, the captive, the blind, the 
oppressed). 
 
Just as Jesus extended the idea of neighbor to include essentially everyone, including the Good 
Samaritan, (10:25-37), so too he extends the lost to include any of us with self-centered behavior.  
As long as our focus is ‘what’s in it for me?’, we cannot develop the kind of character Jesus’s 
parables model: treasuring each person who is lost; searching with diligence until the lost is 
found; parenting with patience and self-sacrifice; forgiving readily; admitting wrong and asking 
for forgiveness; honoring the commandments; working hard; and celebrating those who are 
found. 
 
The parable of the prodigal may also instruct us about our Jewish neighbors. The younger son 
represents any people who are lost and repent. The elder son is Israel as the chosen people: “Son, 
you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.” There is no question of the father’s love 
for both sons. 
 
Reflection: With whom do you identify, the rebellious younger son or the reliable older son? 
Before a change of heart or after?  
 
Good News in the Bible: God is prodigal/wasteful with love. 
 
Jesus gives four portraits of the overly generous nature of divine love. Jesus first pictures himself 
as a good shepherd who leaves ninety-nine “righteous” sheep and searches “until he finds” the 
lost one. (“I have come to call not the righteous but sinners to repentance” 5:32.) The shepherd 
values each sheep, but is particularly concerned about a lost one whose life is in imminent 

                                                 
14 Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Wikipedia, viewed online on July 6, 2020 at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Missing_and_murdered_Indigenous_women>. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Missing_and_murdered_Indigenous_women
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danger. He carries it home around his neck, and invites his neighbors to “rejoice with me, for I 
have found my sheep that was lost.” 
 
Jesus next pictures himself as a woman who searches for a lost coin until she finds it. She 
similarly says to her neighbors, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.” With 
the finding of both the lost sheep and the lost coin there is “joy in heaven” and “joy in the 
presence of the angels of God” over “one sinner who repents”. With the found sheep, there is 
more joy even than over “ninety-nine righteous people who need no repentance”.  
 
Jesus then pictures God as the loving father who expresses similar joy when his lost younger son 
returns. The father was prodigal or wasteful, and instead of saying no, gave his younger son 
everything he asks for, to do with as he chooses. The father grieves for him when he goes, thinks 
of him as “dead” and “lost”, and keeps looking down the road for him to return. He does not give 
up. One day, “while he was still far off”, he spots him and sees he has “come to himself”. A rich 
man was not to run or show emotion but “filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around 
him and kissed him”. Though the prodigal begs to be treated, not as the son he was, but “like one 
of your hired hands”, the father instead elevates and honors him (as the host of the banquet 
honors the one who takes the lowest seat, 14:10). He gives him the “best” robe, a ring, sandals, 
and a feast of a fatted calf with his “friends”.   
 
The father loves the elder son no less than the prodigal, “Son, you are always with me, and all 
that is mine is yours.” One might be tempted to adapt to this parable the words Jesus said about 
the found sheep, ‘there is more joy in heaven over one son who repents than another son who 
needs no repentance’. However, this elder son, while righteous, has sinned and needs repentance. 
But the father offers the same love and forgiveness to him as well.  
 
Good News in Our World: God is prodigal in loving us. 
 
Whether we most identify with the younger or elder son, many of us carry a sense of being 
unworthy or not good enough. The standard for being in the kingdom seems too high. How can 
we ever match up? In one way, this is healthy and leads to the kind of humility God values. But 
Jesus would have us know that God is lavish, wasteful, prodigal in loving us. 
   
God is all of the things these parables invite us to be. God searches with diligence until anyone 
lost is found; values as treasure each person who is lost; parents us with patience and self-
sacrifice; forgives readily; is steadfast and righteous; and celebrates those who ‘come to 
themselves’.  The father in the parable both exemplifies Paul’s definition of love, and 
demonstrates the character of God: “Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful 
or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not 
rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all 
things, endures all things. Love never ends….” (1 Corinthians 13:4-8.) In the Spirit, God makes 
these divine qualities our capabilities.  
 
In our doing good, the Spirit conforms us to the image of Christ. Listeners wrote to an National 
Public Radio Morning Edition program about acts of generosity that changed their lives. One 
woman wrote of a time at the beach when her mom served up plates of the picnic lunch for 
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everyone and then quietly served up one that she took over to a man rummaging through the 
garbage. The daughter was struck that her mother, on returning, did not look at any of them or 
say anything about it. She was as much struck by the fact that later in life, when she finally asked 
her mother about it, she did not recall the event, so ordinary was it to her.15 She saw Christ in her 
mother. 
 
Reflection: What is the most generous act you have heard of some person doing? Have you 
connected that action with God working in and through that person? 
 
MARCH 22, 2021 
 
LUKE 20:27-21:4  RIDDLES ABOUT RESURRECTION, THE 
MESSIAH, AND A WIDOW’S OFFERING 
27 Some Sadducees, those who say there is no resurrection, came to him 28and asked him a 
question, ‘Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies, leaving a wife but no 
children, the man shall marry the widow and raise up children for his brother. 29Now there 
were seven brothers; the first married, and died childless; 30then the second 31and the third 
married her, and so in the same way all seven died childless. 32Finally the woman also died. 33In 
the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had married her.’  

34 Jesus said to them, ‘Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage; 35but 
those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection from the dead 
neither marry nor are given in marriage. 36Indeed they cannot die any more, because they are 
like angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection. 37And the fact that the 
dead are raised Moses himself showed, in the story about the bush, where he speaks of the 
Lord as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. 38Now he is God not of the 
dead, but of the living; for to him all of them are alive.’ 39Then some of the scribes answered, 
‘Teacher, you have spoken well.’ 40For they no longer dared to ask him another question.  

41 Then he said to them, ‘How can they say that the Messiah is David’s son? 42For David himself 
says in the book of Psalms, 
“The Lord said to my Lord, 
‘Sit at my right hand,  
43   until I make your enemies your footstool.’ ”  
44David thus calls him Lord; so how can he be his son?’  

45 In the hearing of all the people he said to the disciples, 46‘Beware of the scribes, who like to 
walk around in long robes, and love to be greeted with respect in the market-places, and to 
have the best seats in the synagogues and places of honour at banquets. 47They devour 

                                                 
15 Susan Stamberg, "Stories of Good Deeds," NPR Morning Edition, broadcast on January 27, 2003, 12:00 AM ET. Heard on 
October 24, 2020 at <https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=937158>. 

https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=937158
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widows’ houses and for the sake of appearance say long prayers. They will receive the greater 
condemnation.’  

21:1 He looked up and saw rich people putting their gifts into the treasury; 2he also saw a poor 
widow put in two small copper coins. 3He said, ‘Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more 
than all of them; 4for all of them have contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her 
poverty has put in all she had to live on.’  
 
Trouble in the Bible: Some Sadducees and scribes deny God. 
 
This section functions as three riddles, and in them Sadducees and scribes deny God in three 
ways: 
 
Riddle 1. The Sadducees’ Riddle About Resurrection 
 
The first riddle is a bit of a shaggy dog story, told by the Sadducees “who say there is no 
resurrection”, trying to bait Jesus. The levirate marriage law (levir = brother-in-law in Latin) 
stipulates that a man is obliged to marry his brother’s childless widow so that she may bear a son 
and the man’s “name may not be blotted out of Israel” (Deuteronomy 5:6). Seven brothers marry 
the same woman in succession when the previous brother dies, because she remains childless. 
“In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be?” Jesus refutes them saying 
marriage is for “this age” but in “that age”, i.e., heaven, there is no marriage. Further, he cites 
scripture concerning Moses and the burning bush, showing that there is resurrection and “the 
dead are raised”. At this use of scripture to prove them wrong, “they no longer dared to ask him 
another question.” 

Riddle 2. Jesus’s Riddle about the Messiah 

Jesus poses to the Sadducees a riddle of his own. How can “the Messiah [be] David’s son?” 
Jesus alludes to 2 Samuel 7:12-13, where God promises the Messiah will be of David’s lineage, 
“I will raise up your offspring after you…and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.” 
Jesus then cites Psalm 110:1, in which David refers to the Messiah as my Lord, “The Lord said 
to my Lord, sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies my footstool.” If the Messiah is 
already alive in David’s time, how then can the Messiah be the son of David’s offspring? The 
Sadducees do not doubt scripture and do not have an answer, but they still deny him. 

Riddle 3. A Riddle about a Widow’s Offering 
 
The third riddle in not a literal riddle but the event functions as one: How can a poor widow give 
more than a wealthy scribe? Jesus contrasts the widow with rich scribes who “like to walk 
around in long robes, and love to be greeted with respect in the market-places, and to have the 
best seats in the synagogues and places of honour at banquets.” In their tithing large amounts, 
they give less to the offering than “a poor widow [who puts] in two small copper coins” (“two 
mites” KJV, hence the expression, she gave ‘a widow’s mite’―little, but everything).  
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The Sadducees and scribes deny God: 1) in baiting Jesus on the resurrection in spite of what 
scripture says,  2) in not confessing Jesus as the Son of David/Messiah, and 3) in “devour[ing] 
widow’s houses and for the sake of appearance saying long prayers.” 
 
Trouble in Our World: We deny God in various ways. 
 
We deny God in various ways. We may be like the Sadducees and scribes, for instance doubting 
that resurrection is possible―most notably the resurrection of Christ. Or we may believe that 
everyone dies and automatically gets resurrected, Christ does not matter. Or we may doubt that 
Jesus is who scripture says he is. Or finally, we may feign religious devotion while neglecting or 
taking advantage of the poor.  
 
Alternatively, we may deny God just by giving up hope or giving in to anger. In the United 
States by the time of the presidential election of 2020, Covid-19 cases were spiking with 100,000 
new cases per day, 1000 deaths per day, and a total of around 230,000 deaths.16 Some people felt 
the threat of the pandemic was overblown and tried to ignore it. Others who practiced hand 
washing, social distancing, wearing masks, keeping small social bubbles, and other precautions, 
fearing the approaching winter. Everyone was weary. On top of it that, the hurricane season had 
been worse than other years, forest fires raged in the west, and in the Artic and Antarctic vast ice 
shelves were disappearing. With so much bad news, it was easy for people to feel depression and 
anger, to lose hope, and maybe to give up on God.  
 
Still, there were so many acts of kindness in the midst of the pandemic. Rina Liou is a young 
realtor in Huston who was to shoe clients a townhouse, and at the last minute discovered she 
needed lightbulbs. She rushed to a Walgreens store in a panic and at the cash register discovered 
she had no way to pay. The  cashier, Rita Jackson Burns, said, “I’m a little short on funds 
because I only have $20 in my checking account, but I’ll go ahead and pay for this for you,” and 
she used her debit card. Liou was so grateful that later she helped start a GoFundMe campaign 
for Burns that raised $11,000 and many tributes from grateful customers who knew her over the 
decades, as well as from strangers. Liou said that Rita was the generous one because she drained 
her bank account for her.17 
 
Reflection: The Scribes make their offering “out of their abundance” while the widow 
contributes “out of her poverty”. She “put in more than all of them…all she had to live on.”  So 
many medical people gave all they had emotionally and physically―even their lives―to fighting 
Covid-19. Can you think of someone who gives in a way that would please God? 
 
Good News in the Bible: Jesus affirms his hearers in revealing himself to them. 

Riddle 1, Answered. 

                                                 
16 Antonia Noori Farzan, et. al., “Live Updates,” The Washington Post, October 30 and October 31, 2020. Viewed online on that 
date at <https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/10/30/coronavirus-covid-live-updates-us/>. 
17 Cathy Free, "This cashier loaned a customer $12. A grateful community repaid the cashier more than $11,000," The 
Washington Post, September 25, 2020. Viewed online on that date at 
<https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2020/09/25/walgreens-cashier-houston-gofundme/> 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/10/30/coronavirus-covid-live-updates-us/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2020/09/25/walgreens-cashier-houston-gofundme/
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Whose wife will the widow be? He says that marriage is of this age and those who are worthy of 
“the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage”. Why? In heaven, God 
transforms those “worthy of a place in that age…they cannot die any more, because they are like 
angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection.” Marriage is a faithful union, 
two “become one” (Genesis 2:24), but in heaven God unites everyone in Christ.  

Jesus says that God “is not God of the dead, but of the living,” as indicated when God spoke out 
of the burning bush to Moses, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (see Exodus 3:6). Though these patriarchs of Israel had all died, 
they are not dead; God speaks in the present tense to Moses about them, “for to him all of them 
are alive.”  

Jesus has spoken amply of his kingdom and how he will be raised from the dead. If the 
Sadducees have heard him, they might receive what he now reveals: His kingdom will likewise 
consist “not of the dead, but of the living”, in other words those who have resurrected life in him. 
There will be no need for marriage for Christ will unite all in himself. 

Riddle 2, Answered. 

Jesus reveals through scripture who he is. How can the Messiah, who is already alive in David’s 
time, also be the son of David’s offspring, his descendant? One line of thinking will solve the 
riddle for the Sadducees, who take scripture literally. Both must be true: 1) the Messiah is divine, 
the Son of God, present with God in David’s time, and 2) the Messiah is also human, the 
descendant son of David. If the Messiah, according to scripture, is both the son of David, and the 
Son of God, then the Sadducees might find in Jesus the logical answer to his riddle. He is the 
Messiah. 
 
Riddle 3, Answered. 
 
How can a poor widow give more than a rich person? Jesus’s answer: the rich “contributed out 
of their abundance, but she out of her poverty has put in all she had to live on.” God has already 
given her a place in his kingdom, that the rich may lack. Jesus implies something about himself 
as Messiah, to those who have “ears to hear” (8:8; 14:35). His is the ultimate sacrificial offering: 
he will give out of his poverty, giving everything he has, his life for others. 

Jesus affirms his hearers in revealing himself to them: he rules over a resurrection kingdom, he is 
the Messiah, he will give everything he has for anyone who wants to be at peace with God. God 
may give Jesus’s opponents yet another opportunity to confess him when he is established as the 
cornerstone of God’s kingdom after his resurrection.  

Good News in Our World: God affirms us in revealing Christ to us. 
 
In revealing Christ to us, God offers comfort and affirmation of the importance of our lives. Most 
people wonder, what happens when I die? In raising Jesus from the dead, God says death does 
not have to be the end. As Shakespeare’s Hamlet said, “There are more things in heaven and 
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earth, Horatio, Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” (Hamlet, I, v, 166-67.) There is more to 
life than we can imagine, and this life is an invitation to it. 
 
God makes resurrection our destination. Resurrection in Christ stands against common ideas: 1) 
that we die and automatically go to heaven, or 2) that the human soul is immortal, or 3) that 
death is the end. Resurrection proclaims the redemption of creation itself. The Revelation to John 
says there will be a “new heaven and a new earth” (Revelation 21:1). God will dwell with the 
people and “‘will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying 
and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.’ And the one who was seated on 
the throne said, ‘See I am making all things new.’” (Revelation 21:4-5.) 
 
In the resurrection, the widow with no children will not have to endure a series of marriages in 
which her worth is only in relation to her dead husband. People no longer need marriage, for 
those in the kingdom are united with God. 
 
You may know the old fable: In both heaven and hell people are at a feast, but they can only eat 
with spoons too long to reach their mouths. In hell, the people are all starving, but in heaven they 
are well and feeding each other.  
 
We get glimpses of heaven in events around us. Henri Nouwen (d. 1996) was a well-known 
Dutch Roman Catholic priest who gave up a tenured position at Harvard Divinity School in 1986 
to live and work with people who had intellectual and developmental disabilities at the L'Arche 
Daybreak community in Richmond Hill, Ontario. On one occasion, he took Bill, one of the 
residents, with him to Washington, where he was to give a lecture. Bill was very pleased and sat 
behind Henri as he gave his lecture, and sometimes added out loud his own delighted comments, 
like, “I have heard that one before.” When Henri finished his lecture, Bill surprisingly asked if he 
could speak, and he said to the audience,  "Last time, when Henri went to Boston, he took John 
Smeltzer with him. This time he wanted me to come with him to Washington, and I am very glad 
to be here with you. Thank you very much.” As they walked from the podium Bill asked if Henri 
liked his speech, and he said,  “Very much…everyone was really happy with what you said.” 
Bill mixed with the crowd and made many friends. On the flight home, Bill asked, “Henri, did 
you like our trip?” Henri replied, “Oh Yes….it was a wonderful trip, and I am so glad you came 
with me.” Bill pondered this and responded, “And we did it together, didn’t we?” Henri writes 
about this in his book, In the Name of Jesus, and adds, “Then I realized the full truth of Jesus’ 
words, ‘Where two or three meet in my Name, I am among them’ (Matthew 18:19).”18 
 
Reflection: John Lennon’s song “Imagine”, pictures a world that, if God is present, sounds very 
much like heaven: “nothing to kill or die for…. living life in peace….no greed or hunger” and 
everyone “will be as one”. The John who wrote Revelation pictures heaven as the redeemed New 
Jerusalem, it has no church “for the temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb.” It has 
no sun or moon, for “the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb.” It has no night, and 
“People will bring into it the glory and honor of the nations.” (Revelation 21:22-27.) What is the 
best heaven you can imagine? 

                                                 
18 Henri Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus (Chestnut Ridge, New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1989), excerpted from 
98-100. I am grateful to Sister Sue Mosteller for helping me to locate this story. 
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PART THREE: GOOD FRIDAY AND EASTER 
 
MARCH 29, 2021 
 
LUKE 23:26-56  CRUCIFIXION AND BURIAL 
26 As they led him away, they seized a man, Simon of Cyrene, who was coming from the 
country, and they laid the cross on him, and made him carry it behind Jesus. 27A great number 
of the people followed him, and among them were women who were beating their breasts and 
wailing for him. 28But Jesus turned to them and said, ‘Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for 
me, but weep for yourselves and for your children. 29For the days are surely coming when they 
will say, “Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that never bore, and the breasts that never 
nursed.” 30Then they will begin to say to the mountains, “Fall on us”; and to the hills, “Cover 
us.” 31For if they do this when the wood is green, what will happen when it is dry?’  

32 Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him. 33When 
they came to the place that is called The Skull, they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one 
on his right and one on his left. [[ 34Then Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them; for they do not know 
what they are doing.’]] And they cast lots to divide his clothing. 35And the people stood by, 
watching; but the leaders scoffed at him, saying, ‘He saved others; let him save himself if he is 
the Messiah of God, his chosen one!’ 36The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering 
him sour wine, 37and saying, ‘If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!’ 38There was also an 
inscription over him, ‘This is the King of the Jews.’  

39 One of the criminals who were hanged there kept deriding him and saying, ‘Are you not the 
Messiah? Save yourself and us!’ 40But the other rebuked him, saying, ‘Do you not fear God, 
since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? 41And we indeed have been 
condemned justly, for we are getting what we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done 
nothing wrong.’ 42Then he said, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.’ 43He 
replied, ‘Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.’  

44 It was now about noon, and darkness came over the whole land until three in the 
afternoon, 45while the sun’s light failed; and the curtain of the temple was torn in two. 46Then 
Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, ‘Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.’ Having said 
this, he breathed his last. 47When the centurion saw what had taken place, he praised God and 
said, ‘Certainly this man was innocent.’ 48And when all the crowds who had gathered there for 
this spectacle saw what had taken place, they returned home, beating their breasts. 49But all his 
acquaintances, including the women who had followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance, 
watching these things.  
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50 Now there was a good and righteous man named Joseph, who, though a member of the 
council, 51had not agreed to their plan and action. He came from the Jewish town of Arimathea, 
and he was waiting expectantly for the kingdom of God. 52This man went to Pilate and asked for 
the body of Jesus. 53Then he took it down, wrapped it in a linen cloth, and laid it in a rock-hewn 
tomb where no one had ever been laid. 54It was the day of Preparation, and the sabbath was 
beginning. 55The women who had come with him from Galilee followed, and they saw the tomb 
and how his body was laid. 56Then they returned, and prepared spices and ointments. On the 
sabbath they rested according to the commandment. 

Trouble in the Bible: Jesus is rejected, humiliated, and crucified.  

Jesus is forced to carry his own cross from the governor’s palace to where he will be crucified 
outside the city gates. Luke does not describe the flogging Pilate refers to (23:22) that weakens 
Jesus, but Luke shows the effects of that flogging because Jesus requires help. The Roman forces 
“seized Simon of Cyrene, who was coming from the country” and they “laid the cross on him, 
and made him carry it behind Jesus”. (Simon was likely a follower of Jesus. Mark knows his 
family and identifies him as “the father of Alexander and Rufus” [Mark 15:21]. Through history 
the church has honored him for literally picking up the cross and following Jesus.) 

The news has spread quickly and “a great number of the people” follow him, including “women 
who were beating their breasts and wailing for him”―not the former crowd calling “crucify 
him!” (23:21.) Jesus is suffering the consequence of corruption in Jerusalem, and soon the whole 
city will suffer as well, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me, but weep for yourselves 
and your children”. He wants to save them. Being without children will seem like a blessing: 
“Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that never bore, and the breasts that never nursed.” Jesus 
adds, “For if they do this when the wood is green, what will happen when it is dry?” If they do 
this to the one who is innocent when he is with them, what will they do to those less innocent 
when he is gone? 

At a hill for crucifixions named Golgotha, (Aramaic for skull; also known as Calvary, calva 
being Latin for cranium), the Roman forces “crucified Jesus… with the criminals, one on his 
right and one on his left”. Crucifixion was for the worst criminals. The soldiers “cast lots to 
divide his clothing”, a small permitted perk. Some religious leaders mock Jesus on the cross―if 
he is “the Messiah of God”, he should “save himself”. Soldiers mock him with a sign, “this is the 
King of the Jews”. As required by law, they offer him “sour wine” (vin aigre, in French, or 
vinegar), mildly drugged to kill the pain, that he refuses. “[O]ne of the criminals” crucified 
beside him also mocks, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” Jesus “breathed his 
last”, and hearing his final words, “all the crowds…returned home, beating their breasts.”  

Joseph of Arimathea is “a good man and righteous man” of some wealth, for he has “a rock-
hewn tomb where no one had ever been laid.” As a member of the Temple Council, he opposed 
their bringing Jesus to trial. He receives permission from Pilate to take Jesus’s body down and he 
“wrapped it in a linen cloth, and laid it in” the tomb.  The women from Galilee watch where 
Jesus is laid and then go away to prepare “spices and ointments” to anoint his body as soon as 
the sabbath is over. 
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Trouble in Our World: Many today are humiliated and suffer.  
 
It is one thing to suffer injustice and yet another to be publicly scorned, humiliated, and executed 
in doing so, as Jesus was. As Jesus implied would be the case, the wood is now dry and similar 
events continue. Heightened polarization of politics during the run-up to United States elections, 
Covid-19, and escalating racial tensions, led to differences of opinion being expressed as hatred. 
Christians were often at the center of it on both sides. Of course this is not new, Christians have 
often fought each other, as in wars of independence from European colonial powers, the Civil 
War, both World Wars, and thirty years of ‘The Troubles’ between Protestants and Roman 
Catholics in Northern Ireland. Historically, Christians were often behind colonial practices 
treating indigenous and non-white peoples as lesser human beings, killing and abusing them and 
otherwise causing untold suffering. The wood is still dry, and sparks can set it off. 
 
In 2020, racial protests continued through the fall in the United States, and around the world. 
Some of the incidents were small but telling. In England, Alexandra Wilson, a twenty-five year 
old Black barrister went to tend to her client’s case at magistrate’s court, where traditional legal 
wigs and gowns are not worn. She was reduced to tears after three times she was assumed to be 
one of the accused: by security upon entering, by another barrister who told her to wait with the 
defendants, and by the prosecutor’s clerk who told her to wait for her case to be called.19  
 
Reflection: Who in the news today is suffering both injustice and humiliation? Have you ever 
had an experience you feel is similar? 
 
Good News in the Bible: God is active, even in the crucifixion scene.  

In Luke, the crucifixion of the Messiah is the ultimate statement of the limited powers of this 
world. In this event there are nonetheless numerous signs of God’s action in the immediate and 
world scene. 

1) Signs of God’s activity in the immediate scene: 

In the midst of his suffering, Jesus reaches out once again to the “Daughters of Jerusalem” to 
“weep for yourselves and for your children”―he earlier warned them to flee the city soon 
(21:20-24). Jesus shows compassion for the soldiers, “Father, forgive them; for they do not know 
what they are doing.” Jesus taught that if someone says, “‘I repent’, you must forgive” (17:4), 
but here, the soldiers show no repentance, yet he still forgives. 

From the cross, Jesus grants salvation to one of the crucified criminals. The man says of Jesus, 
“this man has done nothing wrong”, and asks to be remembered “when you come into your 
kingdom”. That he would believe Jesus, dying beside him, is actually a king with a kingdom 
beyond this earth is a revelation only God could provide, and he receives it. For his asking to be 
remembered and for simply believing, Jesus responds, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with 
me in Paradise.” 

                                                 
19 "Black barrister mistaken for defendant three times gets apology", BBC News, September 24, 2020. Viewed online on that date 
at <https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-essex-54281111>. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-essex-54281111
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God gives to everyone present at the crucifixion some signs in nature that great wrong has been 
done: “it was about noon…darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon…and 
the curtain of the temple was torn in two.’ God grants special insight to some people, like the 
Roman centurion who professes, “Certainly this man was innocent.” The crowds “returned 
home, beating their breasts”, an expression of repentance (seen in the publican who prayed, 
“God be merciful to me, a sinner!” 18:13.) God’s signs are observed by Jesus’s 
“acquaintances…[who] stood at a distance, watching these things”, including the women with 
him in Galilee (named in 8:2-3). 

God revealed the identity of Jesus to Joseph of Arimathea. He is “waiting expectantly for the 
kingdom of God” and he opposed of the Council’s action. It would seem that God inspires him to 
use his wealth to honor Jesus, though politically this could be dangerous for him. He asks Pilate 
“for the body of Jesus”, to bury before sunset and the sabbath.  
 
Jesus’s prayer is total submission and trust in God, “Father, into your hands I commend my 
spirit.” It is like his prayer in Gethsemane, “…nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done” 
(22:42 KJV). His prayer is his dying words.  
 

2) Signs of God’s activity in the world scene 

God informs people of these events ahead of time, through the prophets, angels, Jesus’s own 
words, and the words of many Bible passages. The purpose of this advance notice is to make 
clear that through these sinful acts by people, God will nonetheless bring them salvation. Even 
though it may seem like the ‘other kingdom’ has the upper hand, God is still in control and God 
is saving the world. These events were prophesied, as in:  

• “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, chief 
priests, and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised…. If any want to 
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow 
me.” (9:22-23).  

• “On that day, says the Lord God, I will make the sun go down at noon, and darken the 
earth in broad daylight. I will turn your feasts into mourning, and all your songs into 
lamentation….I will make it like the mourning for an only son, and the end of it like a 
bitter day. (Amos 8:9-10) 

• The redeeming servant of Isaiah 53: 

 5 But he was wounded for our transgressions, 
   crushed for our iniquities; 
upon him was the punishment that made us whole, 
   and by his bruises we are healed.  
6 All we like sheep have gone astray; 
   we have all turned to our own way, 
and the Lord has laid on him 
   the iniquity of us all.  
7 He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, 
   yet he did not open his mouth; 
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like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, 
   and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, 
   so he did not open his mouth.  
8 By a perversion of justice he was taken away. 
   Who could have imagined his future? 
For he was cut off from the land of the living, 
   stricken for the transgression of my people.  

9 They made his grave with the wicked 
   and his tomb with the rich, 
although he had done no violence, 
   and there was no deceit in his mouth.  

10 Yet it was the will of the Lord to crush him with pain. 
When you make his life an offering for sin, 
   he shall see his offspring, and shall prolong his days; 
through him the will of the Lord shall prosper.  
11   Out of his anguish he shall see light; 
he shall find satisfaction through his knowledge. 
   The righteous one, my servant, shall make many righteous, 
   and he shall bear their iniquities.  
12 Therefore I will allot him a portion with the great, 
   and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; 
because he poured out himself to death, 
   and was numbered with the transgressors; 
yet he bore the sin of many, 
   and made intercession for the transgressors.   

It might seem that it was too late for Jerusalem to repent (19:42), and perhaps it was. However, 
after the resurrection, before Jesus ascends to his kingdom, he will say, “repentance 
and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in [the Messiah’s] name to all nations, beginning 
from Jerusalem.” (24:47.) 
 
Good News in Our World:  God is saving our World. 
 
God in Christ is saving the world, 1) in offering individuals salvation and, 2) continuing to 
restore all creation to how it was intended to be.  
 
If God is saving the world, what about when God seems absent, like when God’s mercy and 
grace seem hidden. Nowhere is this more evident than on the cross. Luther referred to this as 
God’s mercy ‘housed under the cross’ (sub cruce tecta). It is hidden: what may seem like divine 
absence, Christ on the cross, on closer analysis (Luther would say, on being preached) is seen as 
God’s grace.20 The cross was horrible, but in spite of what people did, God mercifully turned 
their evil into the salvation of the world by raising Jesus from the dead. Because of this, Paul 
                                                 
20 See Steven D. Paulson, Luther’s Outlaw God. Volume 1. Hiddenness, Evil, and Predestination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2018), esp. xiv-xvi. 
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says, we live “in hope creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain 
the freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been 
groaning in labour pains until now….” (Romans 8:20-22.)  
 
Another way to think of God’s hidden mercy is what Paul says, “We know that all things work 
together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.” (Romans 8: 
28.) A young woman applied for a teaching job teaching at a community college. She prayed 
about it, felt led to it, had a great interview, did not get it, and was deeply disappointed. She felt 
let down by God. A friend told her, “You never know what God has saved you from.” It was a 
helpful insight and she accepted her subsequent unemployment as a cross she had to bear. Some 
months later she was glad she did not get the job because it was terminated, and had she taken it, 
she would not have been able to accept the teaching job she did land. She felt upheld by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
A man’s restaurant business was greatly reduced during the pandemic. He had financial and 
other losses. His pastor commiserated with him about the cross he bore, but he interrupted, 
“Peter, I want you to know that in spite of all I have lost, I am now taking walks every day, 
spending time with my family, I have started a garden and am growing my own vegetables and 
flowers, in my kitchen I am cooking meals and delivering them to health care workers. I feel 
blessed. I am discovering the wonder of life in the midst of it all.” Though events around us may 
be troubled, and though God may at times seem absent, God actually still keeps coming to us in 
grace.21  
 
Reflection: Was there a time in your life when God seemed absent yet was not? The popular 
poem, “Footprints”, of unknown authorship, puts the matter like this: “When you saw only one 
set of footprints in the sand, it was then that I carried you.” 
 
APRIL 5, 2021 
 
LUKE 24:1-35  TWO RESURRECTION APPEARANCES 
But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they came to the tomb, taking the spices that 
they had prepared. 2They found the stone rolled away from the tomb, 3but when they went in, 
they did not find the body. 4While they were perplexed about this, suddenly two men in 
dazzling clothes stood beside them. 5The women were terrified and bowed their faces to the 
ground, but the men said to them, ‘Why do you look for the living among the dead? He is not 
here, but has risen. 6Remember how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, 7that the Son of 
Man must be handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.’ 8Then 
they remembered his words, 9and returning from the tomb, they told all this to the eleven and 
to all the rest. 10Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other 
women with them who told this to the apostles. 11But these words seemed to them an idle tale, 

                                                 
21 I am grateful in this paragraph to Peter Holmes, “What Is It?”, a sermon at Yorkminster Park Baptist Church, Sunday, 
September 20, 2020. Viewed online on that date at << http://www.yorkminsterpark.com/gather/webcast/index.php?id=712>>. 
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and they did not believe them. 12But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, 
he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened.  

13 Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven 
miles from Jerusalem, 14and talking with each other about all these things that had 
happened. 15While they were talking and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with 
them, 16but their eyes were kept from recognizing him. 17And he said to them, ‘What are you 
discussing with each other while you walk along?’ They stood still, looking sad. 18Then one of 
them, whose name was Cleopas, answered him, ‘Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who 
does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?’ 19He asked them, ‘What 
things?’ They replied, ‘The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed 
and word before God and all the people, 20and how our chief priests and leaders handed him 
over to be condemned to death and crucified him. 21But we had hoped that he was the one to 
redeem Israel. Yes, and besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took 
place. 22Moreover, some women of our group astounded us. They were at the tomb early this 
morning, 23and when they did not find his body there, they came back and told us that they had 
indeed seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive. 24Some of those who were with us 
went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see him.’ 25Then he 
said to them, ‘Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets 
have declared! 26Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then 
enter into his glory?’ 27Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them 
the things about himself in all the scriptures.  

28 As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as if he were going 
on. 29But they urged him strongly, saying, ‘Stay with us, because it is almost evening and the 
day is now nearly over.’ So he went in to stay with them. 30When he was at the table with them, 
he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. 31Then their eyes were opened, and 
they recognized him; and he vanished from their sight. 32They said to each other, ‘Were not our 
hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the 
scriptures to us?’ 33That same hour they got up and returned to Jerusalem; and they found the 
eleven and their companions gathered together. 34They were saying, ‘The Lord has risen 
indeed, and he has appeared to Simon!’ 35Then they told what had happened on the road, and 
how he had been made known to them in the breaking of the bread.  

Trouble in the Bible: Jesus’s followers find it hard to believe that he is risen. 

At “early dawn” on Sunday morning, “Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and 
the other women with them” came to the tomb, taking the spices that they had prepared”. The 
usual flat round stone was already “rolled away” from the entrance of the tomb and the body 
gone. They “were perplexed about this” (they do not immediately think resurrection, but may 
naturally wonder if they have the right tomb or if grave robbers came ahead of them). Suddenly 
“two men in dazzling clothes stood beside them”. The women “were terrified and bowed their 
faces to the ground”, recognizing the presence of the divine. When they are told that Jesus “has 
risen” as he said he would be, they rush to tell the apostles and other disciples. 
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The men do not take the women seriously, “these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they 
did not believe them”. Peter is not dismissive of the testimony of the women, for he “got up and 
ran to the tomb”, stooped and looked in. All he saw was “the linen cloths by themselves”, which 
for him was enough to be “amazed at what had happened.” He still had not seen Jesus.  

An unnamed disciple and Cleopas were also present that morning to hear the women, and were 
“astounded” at what they heard, but were “foolish” and “slow of heart to believe”. They leave 
Jerusalem for Emmaus, “about seven miles from Jerusalem”, and as they walk “Jesus himself 
came near and went with them”. They think he is a “stranger”. When he asks them, “What are 
you discussing…?”, Cleopas responds, “Are you the only stranger in Jerusalem who does not 
know the things that have taken place there in these days?” They tell him about “Jesus of 
Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people”. They tell 
about the “chief priests and leaders [who] handed him over to be condemned to death and 
crucified him” (though in fact the Romans actually killed him). They think they were misguided, 
“we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.” They are certain of one thing, Jesus is 
dead, for “it is now the third day since these things took place” and it was commonly understood 
that after three days, the soul has left the body. 

As they walk, God keeps “their eyes…from recognizing him.” (God had earlier prevented the 
disciples from understanding Jesus’s words about his upcoming suffering, death, and 
resurrection. 9:44-45; 18:31-34.) Jesus teaches them how everything was foretold in scripture, 
but they still do not know who he is. Only at supper do they recognize him in the breaking of the 
bread, “and he vanished from their sight”.  

The disciples recall, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the 
road, while he was opening the scriptures to us?” Though it is night, they “returned to Jerusalem; 
and they found the eleven and their companions gathered together”, where they share their 
experience.   

Trouble in Our World: Christ may appear to us as a stranger. 
 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning writes of experiences of God in her poem, “Aurora Leigh”, but she 
could be writing about appearances of Christ today: “Earth's crammed with heaven,/ And every 
common bush afire with God:/ But only he who sees, takes off his shoes.” The rest of the people, 
she says, just pick blackberries and daub their faces, oblivious.  
  
Some people say they have never seen the resurrected Christ. They may not know that Christ 
may appear as a stranger or in someone they know. In Matthew 25:35, Jesus says, “I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me”. Hebrews 13:1-2 says something related, “Do not neglect to 
show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing 
it.”  
 
Terrence Malick’s powerful 2019 film, A Hidden Life, is based on a true story of an Austrian 
farmer, Franz Jägerstätter in the 1940s. He was a conscientious objector who refused to fight 
with the Nazi army. He and his wife were devout Roman Catholics, and they both pay a huge 
price for his refusal. In the movie he becomes a Christ figure, that most others do not recognize. 
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Jägerstätter died by the guillotine in 1943 at age thirty-six. He was largely forgotten until the 
mid-1960s. A quote from the end of George Eliot’s Middlemarch ends the movie: “…for the 
growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill 
with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a 
hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.”  
 
Reflection: Have you ever entertained Christ, or an angel, unaware at the time? 
 
Good News in the Bible: God reveals the resurrected Christ to the disciples.  
 
God reveals the resurrected Christ to the disciples. God chooses the women to be the first 
witnesses. Angels tell the two Marys, Joanna, and the other women what has transpired: “Why 
do you look for the living among the dead? He is not here, but has risen.” (Jesus had similarly 
said that God is “not God of the dead, but of the living” 20:38.) Only now does God allow 
Jesus’s followers to “remember” or understand Jesus’s words “that the Son of Man must be 
handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on the third day rise again.” God revealed the 
resurrection first to the women and they proclaim that Jesus is “living” not dead, that he “has 
risen”.  

On the Road to Emmaus, Cleopas and the other disciple report to the stranger what they have 
heard about Jesus being alive, and he calls them, “slow of heart to believe all that the prophets 
have declared! Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter 
into his glory?” The stranger gives them the scriptural understanding they need to understand 
who the Messiah is, “beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the 
things about himself”.   

Near sunset, they arrive at a house in Emmaus, and Jesus, still perceived as a stranger, is “going 
on” ahead of them. Instead, they invite him to stay over, and “at the table with them” he reveals 
himself: “he took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them”. As they receive the bread, 
“their eyes were opened, and they recognized him.”  
 
Their recognition of Jesus has several levels. These two disciples were not in attendance with the 
apostles at the Last Supper, but that first Easter morning in Jerusalem and in the previous days 
they have been with the eleven, less Judas. They would have talked about nothing other than  the 
recent events, including their last meal with Jesus, about his startling words and actions when he 
instituted the Last Supper, “This is my body, which is given for you.” (22:19.)  
 
Now at table in Emmaus, they recognize these same words and actions. What the stranger taught 
them from scripture about the cross and rising, suddenly makes sense. It was Jesus walking with 
them, he was teaching them about himself and his death and resurrection. He was teaching them 
about salvation. And in his presence at this table with them is personal. His death on the cross 
was not just for others to believe, it was for them individually. Through all of this, God is 
opening not just their eyes, but also their hearts and minds. They were blind but now they see. 
Through Christ, they receive the greatest miracle of all, the gift of faith and the forgiveness of 
sin. And just as suddenly, “he vanished from their sight.”  
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Why the delay? Why did God block the disciples from understanding until now? One reason is 
the incomprehensibility of all these things, before they happened. How could the promised 
Messiah be so different from the royal king that everyone expected, coming instead “as one who 
serves” (22:27), a suffering Messiah who dies as a criminal to bring salvation? 
 
Cleopas and his friend rush back through the night to tell the others, and discover that Jesus also 
has “appeared to Simon [Peter]”, who earlier was “amazed”, but had not seen the risen Jesus. We 
hear no details of that meeting. 
 
Good News in Our World: God reveals the resurrected Christ to us. 
 
Some people might wonder if they have ever experienced Christ. If that experience is what we 
seek, an invitation to Christ to come and stay with us can be part of receiving him. He will not 
refuse. This gracious encounter with his Spirit is fundamentally personal and intimate, Luther’s 
pro me (‘for me’ in Latin). Christ meets us with an assurance that he did not just die for others, 
he died ‘for me’.  
 
An encounter with Christ can come at any moment in signs of his kingdom. For example, Christ 
may be glimpsed wherever there is reconciliation, healing, forgiveness, justice, homes for the 
homeless, community for the lonely, comfort for the grieving, and food for the hungry. Or as 
Jesus said, he is where “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the 
deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them.” (7:22-23.) 
 
At the communion table, Jesus continues to preside today, as he did at Emmaus. His actions at 
the table in Emmaus have become four traditional actions, as we take the bread, give thanks, 
break and distribute.  He is even now in his resurrected glory at the eternal banquet, yet he is 
with us here as “one who serves” (22:27). We receive bread and wine “in remembrance” of him 
(22:19). We stop relying upon our own ability to be good and we receive his gracious assurance 
that we are forgiven, loved, and accepted by God for who we are. 
 
Pedro is a pastor who went to Mexico City to visit an orphanage run by nuns for children who 
are literally thrown away because of their disabilities. He had been a little leery about going 
because he did not know if he was prepared for the suffering he might see. He and his group 
were given an orientation session and then went to help move the smallest children out into the 
sun so they could get warm. They were told to rub the hands and feet of the child in their care. 
Pedro said he felt awkward and wasn't sure how to proceed so he picked up Maria and held her 
in his arm like a baby and with his free hand he rubbed the tiny palm of her clenched hand. 
Suddenly he said, her hand opened. He looked at her face and her eyes opened and she seemed to 
laugh, and it was then that he realized that she was not a baby, she had teeth. She was eight years 
old. And as suddenly as she had opened her hand, he felt himself in the presence of God in the 
nuns caring for these children, and in Maria. It was like what happened to the two disciples, 
“their eyes were opened and they recognized him”. 
 
Reflection: Has God revealed the resurrected Christ to you or anyone you know, and if so, when 
and where? 
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