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e THE BOOK of LUKE

) 22:1-6 363)  22:39-46 384)  23:26-56 405)  24:13-35

) 22:1-6 364)  22:39-46 385)  23:26-56 406)  24:13-35 As in any new study of a book of Scripture, some introductory considerations are

) 22:7-13 365) 22:47-62 386) 23:26-56 407) 24:13-35 . . . .

) 22:14-23 366)  22:47-62 387)  23:26-56 408)  24:13-35 necessary. Serious students of the New Testament will be (and should be) equipped with

) 22:14-23 367)  22:47-62 388)  23:26-56 409)  24:13-35 a good and reliable Bible Dictionary or Handbook, which will give adequate

) 22:14-23 368)  22:47-62 389)  23:26-56 410)  24:13-35 information about Luke, the writer of this gospel, the probable date of its composition,

) 22:14-23 369) 22:47-62 390) 23:26-56 411) 24:13-35 . Lo . . . .

) 22:14-23 370)  22:47-62 391)  23:26-56 412)  24:36-43 and the circumstances surrounding its being written; and time need not be spent in these

350) 22:14-23 371)  22:63-23:26 392)  23:26-36 413)  24:36-43 Notes on such information, which is readily available. The concern of all true ministry

) 22:14-23 372)  22:63-23:26 393)  23:26-56 414)  24:44-47 of the Word (which is what these Notes are designed to be) is pastoral and nourishing;

) 22:14-23 373) 22:63-23:26 394) 24:1-12 415) 24:48-49 .o . . .

) 221423 374)  22:63-23:26 395 2411-12 416)  24:48-49 and our desire is to provide not information so much as food.

; iigigg 3;2; ;32;;;32 33(7); ;jl:g j} g ;j;ggg Luke's is one of four gospels. Why four? Would one not have been sufficient? No:

) 22:31-34 377)  22:63-23:26 398)  24:1-12 419)  24:50-53 no one gospel could have done justice to such a subject, or adequately presented such a

) 22:35>-38 378)  23:26-56 399)  24:1-12 420)  24:50-53 glorious Figure. From old time the four evangelists have been reckoned to present Christ

; ;;gg:ig g;g; ;g;ggg 18?; 511:3 421 24:50-53 as follows: Matthew, the King: Mark, the Servant; Luke, the Son of man; John, the Son of

) 22:39-46 381)  23:26-56 402)  24:1-12 God. These, however, are only partial truths - true, indeed, but not exclusively so, for -
to take only one consideration - all four present Jesus as a kingly Figure. The important
point, however, is that they all present and proclaim Jesus. We should note these words
carefully. These records are not called 'biographies' of Jesus, by Matthew, Mark, Luke of
John, but gospels'. And 'gospel' means 'good news'. Luke proclaims the good news
concerning Jesus Christ. His gospel is therefore evangelical in the truest sense of the
term. All four gospels are alike in this respect, as indeed John makes 0 explicit in 20:31 -
that is, they were written with a view to the creation of faith by the Holy Spirit, the
maintaining and strengthening of it and deepening of it in the life of the believer. The
written Word is the true agent and medium of the gospel.
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1:1-4

It should hardly need saying that the gospels were written from the standpoint of
the resurrection and ascension of Christ, and in the glad power and joy of Pentecost and
the coming of the Spirit. They were therefore written - as Paul puts it in Romans 1:17 -
from faith to faith - that is, from the standpoint of faith and with the purpose of eliciting
the response of faith in others, and building it up. This is surely the underlying purpose
and concern in all Scripture - the creation and development of faith and the establishing
of the Christian life on a strong and stable foundation. This is explicitly stressed by Luke
in the introductory verses of his gospel, in the words "...know the certainty of the things
wherein thou hast been instructed", that is, that the Scriptures might become the
foundation and basis of your life. This pattern and procedure that Luke says he is going
to follow - "things most surely believed among us" - is the message which the Holy Spirit
is pleased to honour in the creating of faith in the hearts of men, Consider Acts 10:34-
43. This is an important passage for scholars of the New Testament, for it is generally
held to give a true synopsis of what is known as the 'apostolic kerugma', the
fundamental message of the gospel as preached by the apostles of the early Church - the
birth, life, ministry, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ, on the basis of which the
offer of forgiveness is made and proclaimed to all who believe. This is the 'gospel'. The
good news concerning Jesus, which both brings faith to the birth, and establishes it in
the lives of believers.
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The gospels - all four of them - are therefore simply the summary of the preaching
and teaching of the early Church. Look at what Luke gives us: the birth and childhood of
Jesus; the ministry of John the Baptist; the ministry of Jesus in Galilee; towards Jerusalem;
the trial, death and resurrection of Jesus. It was while Peter preached this message in
Cornelius' house (Acts 10:34 ff) that the Holy Spirit came and wrought salvation in their
hearts - this, indeed, is the interpretation placed upon that event by the apostles
themselves in Acts 11:18, "God hath granted unto the Gentiles repentance unto life".
This is so important in its implications, and so central in this new study, that we must
spend some time looking in detail at what Luke says to us in these introductory verses.

What we have here is an introductory inscription to the whole work. Luke is
writing to 'a certain Theophilus', probably a Roman of high rank. There are two
possibilities in this regard: either, he was a Christian convert, whose faith Luke wished to
confirm; or, he was a pagan, well-disposed to the Christian message, who had "heard
slanderous and incriminating rumours which were circulating concerning the
Christians", and Luke was determined to correct these false impressions by presenting
the facts as he knew them. The latter may well be the more likely supposition. But,
either way, Luke is presenting truth as a means of accomplishing his objective. It is truth
that saves, and it is truth that builds up and sanctifies. In this, he is at one with the
Apostle Paul who, in his epistles, makes precisely this same emphasis. The Apostle's
invariable approach was the presenting of truth to the minds of his hearers, making them
think, engaging their minds, and through their minds, their consciences and their wills. It
is in this way, and through this medium, that the Scriptures maintain that the Holy Spirit
works in men's lives.
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It is here that the Scriptures decisively part company with some modern emphases
in our time, when so much stress is laid upon emotional and psychological atmosphere
and technique. We have not yet seen all the dangerous and disastrous consequences of
stirring people up into emotional frenzies and calling this the power of the Holy Ghost.
We should all be very careful not to be wise above that which is written, and to be
content with what the Scriptures teach -indeed, take the trouble to find out what the
Scriptures teach. We should not be taken in by misguided enthusiasm that is being made
to do duty for genuine spiritual experience and maturity. The way to reach people for
Christ is not to bludgeon them and pressurise them into making decisions they do not
understand or appreciate, but to present the truth of the gospel to their minds and make
them think, as Luke was clearly intent on doing with Theophilus.
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There are four things mentioned particularly in Luke's introduction: first of all, he
says that his investigation goes right back to the course of events at the commencement
of the gospel history; secondly, that he investigated 'all things'; thirdly, that he examined
everything 'carefully'; and fourthly, that he composed his narrative 'in order'; it is an
orderly account that he has given. Two points must be noted: on the one hand, Luke's
emphasis is clearly on the historicity of the truth of the gospel. It is the integrity of the
record that is stressed. The gospel, the good news of God, is anchored in history. And
conviction comes through accurate historical truth. Faith can, and must, rest on
unshakeable historical grounds. Furthermore, the inspiration of the Holy Ghost does not,
it is clear, dispense with hard, systematic historical investigation, and scholarly research.
Rather, it depends on it. This is the quality of Luke's testimony; and it is salutary to
realise this, when we are sometimes faced today with a contemptuous disregard for
education by some who claim that dependence on the Holy Spirit dispenses with
scholarly processes. The apostles would certainly not have anything to do with such
peculiar ideas! This historicity of the gospel, yes, but is not merely historic fact that Luke
emphasises. The historic facts are presented within the framework of theological
interpretation. Luke was also a theologian, and the truth he presents is not only
historical, but religious. As has already been indicated, he wrote 'from faith to faith' - i.e.
from the standpoint of faith, and he sets about showing the gospel to be the unfolding of
the devine drama of redemption.
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One's first reaction on reading these words is to recognize that there is a decided
emphasis on the supernatural. This bears witness to the truth that the Christian gospel
represents a 'breakthrough' from the other world. What Luke is saying is that it is the
hand of God stretched out to help mankind in its tragic plight and misery. It is open to
us to regard this world of angels and celestial visitants in two ways: either, we look at it
as a kind of gentle folklore presentation, not really related to the hard business of real
life in the seventies; or, we realise that Luke means us to take this supernatural world
really seriously, at their face value. When we do, we begin to understand that to reduce
the angels to the unreal and anaemic proportions that contemporary thinking had
tended to do is wide of the mark and misses the real point. For, in the Bible, angels are
precisely not fairies or Christmas card figures, but tremendous, realities, before whom
mortal man always trembled with fear and dread. They are good, yes; but they are great
magnitudes, not decorations for Christmas trees: And their presence in the Christmas
narratives bears witness to the truth that the gospel is a supernatural visitation from
another world This is a lesson of greatest moment; for this emphasis is one that has been
lost in the world - and in the Church - with sinister and far-reaching consequences for
ill, as we shall see in. tomorrow's Note.
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The Christian gospel, as we have said, represents a breakthrough from the other
world. There is a great need for the re-assertion of this in a materialistic, rationalistic
world. Amidst the immense technological advances science has made and which we
have accepted as part of our lives, we have also accepted a scientific philosophy of life
which declares that miracles do not happen, and which refuses to accept anything as
valid that cannot be measured by slide rule or examined under a microscope. You
cannot thus measure an angelic visitation, and so, for all practical purposes, angels - and
the supernatural - are 'out'; and the everlasting gospel is systematically stripped of
everything that could really make it a gospel, and is reduced to little more than an
ethical system, a code of behaviour, a way of life. It is little wonder that the churches are
becoming emptier and emptier; for what is there, in what is left, to attract people to
them?

The consequence of the loss of the supernatural are several. One is that concern for
social, philanthropic or humanitarian issues, and matters of social justice, have replaced
concern for the eternal dimension. To be true, these are issues that Christians should he
concerned with: the compassion that Jesus showed in real, human situations is not an
optional extra for His people, to be adopted or discarded at will. But when these things
become a man's Christianity, and become Christianity for him, it needs to be said very
firmly that this represents a radical departure from the New Testament gospel. If social,
philanthropic, 'this-worldly' concerns, are the only grounds on which men are prepared
to take Christianity seriously, it must be recognized that they have abandoned anything
distinctively Christian in their thinking, And such an attitude is subject to the law of
diminishing returns: there will soon be less and less inspiration for social and
compassionate action when the eternal dimension is lost.
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But an even more sinister consequence has emerged in modern society, through
the Joss of the supernatural. Man is made for God, and God has set eternity in his heart.
He therefore needs the eternal, the supernatural, And when this materialistic and
rationalistic age has denied him this, in its denial of the supernatural, man turns
elsewhere for the satisfaction of this need in him, Two things have flowed directly from
this: people - especially young people - have turned to the drug scene to find an answer
to this supernatural dimension in their souls, A whole cult has emerged in our day in
which drugs are taken to induce religious experience, The other thing is that people are
turning increasingly to astrology and black magic, which again offer the supernatural
that their souls crave and were made for, The tragedy is however that there is an evil
supernaturalism as well as good; and when the good is withheld, it is the evil that draws
men, and will even destroy them. It is certainly no accident that it is our modern,
rationalistic, scientific age that has been the one to see the resurgence of unhallowed
and sinister practices, not only among adults but also among young people, not
excluding school children, The only adequate answer to all this is the recovery and
proclamation of a thoroughgoing supernaturalism in the Church's message to the world.
And it is to this that the angelic visitants in the Christmas narrative bear wiriness,
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Let us take a further step in our thinking about the angels in this passage. The angel
that appeared to Zacharias was the angel. Gabriel (19). There is something majestic and
awesomely thrilling in the words of that verse. But consider their significance. What
must this announcement have meant to Zacharias? He was a devout, godly man, well-
versed in the Scriptures. And he would know where in Scripture the angel Gabriel is
recorded to-have appeared in the past, where, indeed, alone he is recorded to have
appeared - in Daniel 8/9, and particularly 9:21 ff, which records the prophecy of the
seventy weeks, relating to Messiah. the Prince, And here was the same messenger of
God, announcing the same theme to him, Zacharias, and indicating that the long-
promised coming of Messiah was now about to come to pass' This is one of the things
that we indicated when it was said earlier that Luke is intent on showing that the gospel
is the outworking of the divine drama of redemption; and this must be the next major
consideration to occupy our attention in these verses.
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Both implicitly (as already suggested in the association of ideas with Gabriel) and
explicitly in the references he makes, Luke 'identifies' the good news of the gospel as
being rooted in the Old Testament, in the messianic prophecies relating to fulness of the
times, He shares this conviction and insight with the other three gospel writers, who
each in his own way emphasises the ministry of John the Baptist. The point about this
reference is of course that John the Baptist was himself the fulfilment of Old Testament
prophecy. In Malachi 3:1, 4:5', we have clear references to the appearing of a divine
messenger who would prepare the way Of the Lord; and the mention of Elijah in Mal
4:5 turning the hearts of the fathers to the children is taken up by Luke in 17, in
reference to John the Baptist. This, then, is the point they are all making: the 'beginning
of the gospel' lies in the prophetic scriptures. Luke's account simply elaborates on
Mark's, when the latter says 'The beginning of the gospel...as it is written in the
prophets....'The beginning of the gospel, then, was not at Bethlehem; it traces right back
through the Old Testament messianic prophecies to Genesis 3:15, to the promise that
the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent. Christ is the truth of all the
prophecies. What they predicted, He fulfils. The whole Bible, not only the New
Testament, bears witness to Christ. The history of the Bible is His story, from Genesis to
Revelation, and we do not understand these chapters aright unless we see them to be
the fulfilment of the divine plan of redemption announced at the beginning, in Genesis
3:15. This is the significance of Luke's account of the visitation to Zacharias and
Elisabeth, and of John's birth,
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In the words in 17, "to make ready a people prepared for the Lord" we have a clear
and distinct echo from Isaiah 40, which passage is explicitly quoted from in Mark 1:2,
and also taken up by Luke in 3:4 ff, with reference to John's ministry. So, clearly, the
wonderful Isaianic passage is in view here. There is a great deal of significance in this,
for the message of that wonderful chapter is one not only of pardon (Isa 40:1, 2) but also
deliverance (40:3-5). And just as the way was being prepared for Israel in the
wilderness, back from Babylon to the promised land (getting back would have been the
only real proof to them that God had forgiven them), so also Luke is indicating that in
the coming of Jesus not only a word of pardon was being spoken to the world, but also a
way of deliverance was being opened up from the bondage of sin. In this connection, it
is significant to note that Luke later makes the point that the gospel is a kind of new
Exodus (cf 9:31 -the decease /Greek 'exodos/ which He should accomplish at
Jerusalem). This is what Isaiah was also saying: the deliverance from Babylon was a
second Exodus for Israel, a setting free of the captives; and even this was only a faint
shadow and illustration of the still greater Exodus and deliverance to which it pointed in
the future, and which was fulfilled in the coming of Christ.
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There is another thought connected with the reference to Isaiah 40. The third
'voice' speaking in the passage (40:6-8) speaks to the dispiritedness and despair of the
captives. They had been in captivity for so long and they were thinking, 'It is no use, it is
too late for anything to be done'. And over against this was set the reality of the
unchanging word of God that endures forever, and the assurance that therefore no
difficulty need stand in the way. This is paralleled in a remarkable way in Luke's
narrative, in what Zacharias said to the angel in 18, "Whereby shall | know this? for | am
an old man and my wife well stricken in years" (cf 'the grass withereth....!) we may
detect the note of dispiritedness; but over against this, the word "l am Gabriel...and am
sent to speak unto thee...."The living and abiding word of God over against all human
despair!

And please to note that this new word of hope and salvation begins in the
Temple....There is no 'knocking the establishment' here! There were the faithful in the
Kirk then (however dispirited), and there are the faithful in the Kirk now, and it is to
them, and through them, that the visitations of God come. Barren and near-apostate as
the Church of that day was, there were those who had not bowed the knee to Baal. And
the Lord spoke again, in the context of the established order. He that hath ears to hear
let him hear!
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In this passage we come to what has been called the Annunciation, the
announcement by the angel Gabriel of the coming birth of the Son of God. It is easy to
see that structurally there is a parallelism here between what is said to Mary and what
was earlier said to Zacharias; and the lessons we drew from the supernatural visitation to
the latter are true also with regard to Mary. The child of Zacharias and Elisabeth was to
be born to prepare the way for the coming of the Lord. That coming is now described by
Luke. For He came in the coming of His Son. The birth, life and ministry of Jesus was the
promised coming or visitation of God; and this is Luke's point in recording it.

Let us consider first of all the implications of Gabriel's words, in relation to what
we know as the doctrine of the virgin birth of Christ. Many modern commentators
consider the idea of the virgin birth as a wrongful, legendary accretion, originally
compiled to safeguard the idea of the sinlessness of Christ, ordinary conception being
somehow unworthy, and leading to the inevitable taint of sin. And they point out that
that taint would pass to Jesus just as much by one parent, Mary, as by two. This is, of
course, true; and this is why, inevitably, the doctrine of the immaculate conception of
Mary developed in the Roman Church. But an infinite regression of immaculate
conceptions would be needed to deal with this problem! This, however, is not the point
that is being made. The sinlessness of the Son of God is not the question at issue. Nor
does the reality of the Incarnation depend on a virgin birth, as such. God could, we
suppose, have done it otherwise. But He did not. He did it this way.

Further, it is sometimes said that the large part of the New Testament does not even
mention the virgin birth. Paul makes no mention of it, etc., etc. But what is this
supposed to prove? Is it not rather naive to speak in this way? The doctrine is mentioned
twice, in Matthew and Luke. How often has God to say a thing in His Word before we
are prepared to believe it? And consider this: it would be perfectly possible for an
evangelical preacher to preach for a year or more, without mentioning the virgin birth in
what he said. But would this have to mean that he did not believe in the truth of that
doctrine, or even think it unimportant? Of course not. The critics have often a
remarkably unrealistic understanding of the practical, day-to-day issues of life. More on
this doctrine in tomorrow's Note.
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There are three points in particular that may be underlined in considering the
meaning and significance of the virgin birth of Christ. First of all, it bears witness to the
essentially supernatural nature of the Christian Faith, and tells us that in the divine
provision of salvation man, as man, is set aside. "The male, as the specific agent of
human action in history, with his responsibility for directing the human species, must
now retire into the background as the powerless figure of Joseph....God did not choose
man in his pride and defiance, but man in his weakness and humility, not man in his
historical role, but man in the weakness of his nature as represented by the woman, the
human creature who can confront God only with the words, “Behold the handmaid of
the Lord, be it unto me according to Thy word" (Barth). The doctrine of the virgin birth
tells us that that part in us which wants to do - indeed, insists on doing - something
active for our own salvation is resolutely and firmly set aside by God. Salvation is of
God, and of Him alone.
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In the second place, the doctrine of the virgin birth also bears witness to how close
Christ came to the pollution of sin, when He came to be our Saviour, What we mean by
that is this: The Christmas carol says,

'He came down to earth from heaven'

And how low He came! He lived on earth, not as a king, but as a carpenter; not in
a palace, but in a peasant home; He was born, not in childbed, but in a stable, and laid
in a manger; not with doctors and nurses in attendance, but cattle. And the
circumstances of His birth were such as to cast a shadow on Him and His mother all
their earthly days. It was natural that Joseph should have reacted as he did, and want to
put Mary away, and the angel reassured him. But no angel reassured the world, and the
misunderstanding must necessarily have remained. Who would have believed Mary,
had she told?

He came down - as low as this: And it was all part of what was involved in the
awesome mystery of being made sin for us, that we might be made the righteousness of
God in Him. How near He came to the pollution of sin, when He became our Saviour!
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But there is something else that the doctrine of the virgin birth of Christ means to
tell us, and it is this: The fact of His birth being totally different from that of any other
man proclaims that in this birth God was doing a new thing. A new humanity was being
called into existence by the grace of God, which means a decisive break with the old
humanity. This is the point that Matthew, for example, in his gospel, seems to be making
when he suggests that the story he is telling is that of the second Adam. In Genesis 1:2,
'the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters', and here, Mary is told that she
will be with child of the Holy Ghost (35). The power of the Highest overshadowing her
symbolised the act of new creation. The old humanity, in spite of its glory and promise,
had come to grief, and now the new humanity, signifying a complete break with the old,
and a new beginning, was to be ushered in.

But more still: the nature of that new humanity, that new creation, is Christ
Himself, living in man. It is not only 'God manifest in the flesh', as Paul puts it in 1. Tim
3:16, but God manifest in our flesh, living in us, made flesh in us. 'Christ liveth in me',
living in us, made flesh in use 'Christ liveth in me' cries Paul in Gal 2:20, as he cries
with like exultation in Col 1:27, 'Christ in you, the hope of glory'. This is the
significance of the virgin birth and of the Christmas message, and this the ground of our
rejoicing.
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We will need to say a word or two about the significance of the virgin Mary, and
the place she should have in our thinking. The facts of the situation are these: the
sovereign Lord approached His creature, and bestowed upon this unknown,
insignificant, peasant woman the unique privilege and dignity of becoming the mother
of the Saviour of the world. This unique happening does not, however, stand in isolation
from the rest of history; it stands at the close of the Old Testament era, and is its
culmination. The whole history of the old economy is summed up and finds fulfilment in
this encounter. This is the marvel and the mystery of godliness. It was indeed a moment
of destiny, planned before the foundation of the world. Through all the primal work of
creation, as recorded in Genesis, God Almighty had this encounter in mind; through all
the experiences of Abraham, the wanderings of the children of Israel, the backslidings
and declensions of the kingdoms of Judah and Israel and the turmoil and travail of the
captivity, God had His eyes steadily fixed on this, and everything was leading to this
moment. It was the one far-off divine event to which the whole creation moved, as the
poets have put it. True, this sovereign outworking of the divine purposes must be seen to
enclose within it the responsible choice and submission of the human instrument of it.
Mary said, 'Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to Thy word". It is
this that sets Mary's significance in a true perspective. As one of the commentators puts
it, "Mary's blessedness (28) consisted simply in this, that, having been chosen for special
service and having received an amazing promise, she believed that there would, be a
fulfilment of what was spoken to her from the Lord". And that is a blessedness which we
all may share, by showing a like faith and submission (45).
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By way of introduction to this wonderful 'Magnificat' of Mary, let us note a general
point: it is very significant that in this whole Christmas narrative there is such a
considerable outburst of song. Elisabeth broke into song when Mary visited her; Mary
breaks into song here; a later, Zacharias breaks into song; then the angels sing over the
plains of Bethlehem, announcing the Saviour's birth; and the aged Simeon sings the
Nunc Dimittis. As G. Campbell Morgan very beautifully puts it, "Luke, the artist, has
gathered and collected, under the guidance of the Holy Ghost, the stories which reveal
the fact that when Jesus came into the world poetry expressed itself, and music was
reborn." Song is always the result of divine visitation. Whenever and wherever God
comes in grace and power, men are set a-singing. It is a mark of reviving and quickening
and refreshing. We must be careful here, however, Singing does not bring the quick-
ening: that is to put it the wrong way round, just as to assume that because all-night
prayer meetings have been known in the past to precede revival such meetings will
necessarily promote revival is to put things round the wrong way. But there is no doubt
that when God begins to work, hearts are kindled and constrained into song, Here, Mary
and her people had something to sing about: And she has given the Church a glorious
song of praise; and being this, it is a wonderful expression of faith. She speaks in it as if
what had been promised had actually taken peace. The definitive statements in these
verses are all in the past tense. This is how faith always speaks: it reckons that God's
word is as good as His deed.
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We must note at this point a curious and significant fact, on the one hand, there is
no specific mention of the Child to be born in her song; and on the other, as
commentators are quick to point out, the things she does say do not seem to have much
connection with what has happened to her,. The significance of this is that. Mary's song
very largely and considerably echoes another song, the song of Hannah in 1 Samuel 2,
and clearly owes a great deal in its thought, structure and ideas to that earlier utterance.
As for Hannah, the Lord's turning away of her reproach was seen by her as a token of
His turning away Israel's reproach. What He did in her He would do in the nation, and
through what He had done to her. And this is the kind of emphasis we see in the
Magnificat. Mary saw beyond her own involvement in this divine transaction to what
God was doing for the world. The thing she sang about was not the virgin birth and the
mystery of conceiving by the Holy Ghost, but what that signified for the world. As
Hannah saw in the birth of Samuel the turning away of the reproach of Israel, so Mary
saw this also, on a far greater scale, in the birth of her son. And it can hardly be doubted
that it was through her clearly intimate knowledge of the Scriptures that she was enabled
to discern the purposes of God for her and through her. The entrance of His Word had
given her light, and her whole understanding was quickened into awareness, by the
influence of the Scriptures upon her.
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When we look at Mary's Song in this way, it becomes marvellously illuminative,
for we see at once the significance of its central thought and theme, that of visitation -
visitation, moreover as the culmination of the ages of divine preparation. She recognized
that the fulness of the times had come and that now God had visited and redeemed His
people This is how she construed what the angel had said to her in 32,33. And we
should note the language she uses in this connection in 48 and 50, in the phrases 'from
henceforth' and 'from generation to generation' Not only does she look back over the
generations at what God has done among His people (51-53), but also she looks back to
the beginning of His dealings with His people, to the promise made to Abraham (55),
and sees, in what has happened to her, the fulfilment of that promise, and that,
therefore, all the future is conditioned by it That is how big and significant her
understanding of the situation is! She had a grasp of the entire meaning of all her
people's history, and of the fact that in the birth-to-be of her Son, the promise made to
Abraham - nay, to Adam and Eve (Gen 3:15) - was fulfilled, and that the seed of the
woman was to bruise the head of the serpent, and all the woe of the world healed. What
Hannah's experience had but faintly adumbrated, had now come to pass in her.
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Although Mary saw her own exaltation from lowliness to greatness as typical of the
new order which was to open out for the whole people of God through the coming of
her Son, this is not to say that she was not personally involved in the divine activity: she
too was to be blessed. And this she bears witness to in the words 'God, my Saviour'. As
Calvin very beautifully points out: "It is with great propriety, in speaking of the joy of her
heart, that she gives to God the appellation of Saviour® Till God has been recognized as
a Saviour, the minds of men are not free to indulge in true and full joy, but will remain
in doubt and anxiety, It is God's fatherly kindness alone, and the salvation flowing from
it, that fill the soul with joy. In a word, the first thing necessary for believers is, to be
able to rejoice that they have their salvation in God".

This personal involvement of Mary's in the divine purposes leads us to another
consideration, which is this: her salvation was part of the great climactic fulfilment of
the divine purposes in Christ and was included in it. She was caught up into these
purposes. And so may we. This is the glorious possibility, for the message of grace is that
in the gospel we are called to share this glorious outworking of the divine plan -we, the
worms of the earth, are graced with the high dignity of being called to share His eternal
glory! And, just as, before the fulness of the time, many things foreshadowed the great
event (e.g. Hannah's experience), so also after it many things are reflections of it in our
experience. Every 'call' of nod 'repeats' it in some way, for blessing to the world. When
God takes hold of a man, and whispers His promises to him, it is that man's
responsibility and privilege to lay hold on the promises, and in the stern disciplines of
grace to enter into their fulness and fulfilment.
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When the angel Gabriel appeared to Zacharias, he announced that the child that
was to be born would be called John. When he was born, however, the relatives
protested against that name, saying that no one in the family had been so called. But this
is surely the point: it was a time of new departure; a new thing was being inaugurated,
and a new name was given. It is said that the meaning of the name is 'The Lord is
gracious, merciful', and John was to be the forerunner of the One in whom the grace
and mercy of God became manifest for the salvation of men. Zacharias' insistence that it
should be so is in contrast to his first attitude of unbelief (18-22), which brought
judgment upon him. He learned to his cost that God means His word to be taken
seriously, on pain of censure and punishment. He expects to be believed, and obeyed. It
does not do to question His power to do what He says. It is this that explains his
determination here (63) at the naming of the child that God's will should be done. There
could be no further hindering of the divine purpose. That was something Zacharias had
had time to learn under the chastening hand of God. It also serves to explain the note
that runs through his song - the fulfilment of what God had said of old.
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The next thing that must be noticed in this: it is very significant that all the 'words'
spoken in the Christmas story, by those whose words are recorded for us, are full of
profound theology and doctrine. These folk were not theologians, but humble, ordinary
people. Yet for them, what was happening had a profound, doctrinal and theological
significance. This is the pointer to a true understanding of what Christmas is all about.
There is a 'doctrine' of Christmas, and until and unless we understand it, Christmas can
be no more than an empty name. Zacharias' song, for all its beauty, is no mere empty
utterance; it is a whole system of divinity within brief compass. Look at what it contains:
First of all, there is the emphasis on visitation - something that is prominent throughout
the entire Christmas story, in all the songs. To say that God has visited His people in the
coming of Christ does not mean a passing, or temporary visit, as we use the word. A
royal visit if over in a day or two, but here, God has come to stay. He has come to be
with us forever. In the Incarnation God has entered human life once for all, and the gulf
between God and man has been bridged for good. Nothing will ever destroy that link
again. That is why the Christmas message is such good news. Communications have
been restored!

But more. The word 'visited' in the Greek has the force of 'turned His face upon'
His people. The great thing about the Christmas message is that the God whose face had
been turned from mankind because of sin has now once for all been turned towards
man in love and pity, and that now His thoughts toward us are thoughts of peace and
not of evil. Christmas speaks of a reconciled Face that has been turned towards the
children of men. The Psalmist's prayer

Lord, bless and pity us
Shine on us with Thy face

is answered fully in the message of Christmas.
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Another emphasis Zacharias makes is on the fulfilment of Scripture and of
prophecy, and on God's covenant with His people. It is a true insight in the lovely
festival of Nine Lessons and Carols that it should take us right back to Genesis 3:15, for
that, human wise, is where the covenant began and was instituted. Such is the grace of
God: hard upon the fall of man came the promise of God that he would rise again; as
soon as the darkness fell, there was the promise of light (it can hardly be accidental that
Zacharias should so emphasise this metaphor in 79, when it figures so prominently in
the messianic prophecies, as for example, Isa 9:2). All this qualifies what he goes on to
say in 71, 74, in the thought of being 'delivered out of the hand of our enemies'. This,
out of context, might be taken to be purely political in conception, even nationalistic,
vis-a-vis Rome. But this would be to miss the point. The references to the covenant, and
to the fulfilment of prophecy, preclude this idea. The prophecy, the covenant, have to
do with the putting away of sin. One may think in this connection of the Jewish
consciousness of spiritual need, which 'threw up' the prophecies. And what were the
historical sacrifices but an attempt to answer the urgent question of having to face 'an
angry God', an agonising, indwelling sin, the dark powers beyond all evil? Thus, 'our
enemies' (71) here are all the things that need to be settled before man's true destiny as
serving God can become possible.
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There is something very touching and moving in Zacharias' words about his own
son (76) - a great tenderness indeed. But there is something more also: there is an
awesome consciousness that his child is being taken up into the redeeming purposes of
God for the world. Although John, like Mary, was in a unique position in this regard, as
the forerunner of the Saviour, nevertheless, in some real measure and in a very real way,
every believer is called and summoned to participate in God's redemptive purposes.
John, then, the newborn babe, was thus destined for high honour, privilege and
responsibility as the forerunner, to play a significant part in the divine purposes in the
world. And what is spoken of him - 'to give knowledge of salvation by the remission of
their sins' (77) - is spoken to all who name the name of Christ. It could hardly be
misleading to suggest that one of the sentiments implicit in Zacharias' words must have
been the sense of high privilege bestowed upon his son. This is certainly a note that is
often struck in the New Testament, as we may gather from Paul's words in Ephes 3:8,
"Unto me who am less than the least of all saints is this grace given...."The Apostle never
got over the fact that he, the chief of sinners, should be permitted to do this work. This,
to him, was a supreme wonder! And should it not be, also, to us?

© 2005-6 Rev Dr W J U Philip



25)

James Philip Bible Readings in Luke (1978/79) 29 1:57-80

1:57-80

A word must be said about 'the dayspring from on high' in 78. Thoughtful
commentators have seen here a reference to the prophecy in Mal 4:2: "Unto you that
fear My name shall the sun of righteousness arise arise with healing in his wings". It is
quite certain that what happened at Christmas is in fact described in these ancient
prophetic words. This is what gives us the key to interpretation. The word 'dayspring'
literally means 'sunrising', and the idea it is meant to express is that in the coming of the
Saviour a new day has dawned for the world. Why, of course! If God has turned a
reconciled face to the world, then a new day has dawned for men. It is the beginning of
new life altogether.

We see here how necessary it is to think of the whole of Christ's saving work - the
cross as well as the cradle, and the resurrection as well as the cross. It is not without
significance that in the account of the resurrection we should have the same suggestive
thought about a new day dawning. In Matt 28:1, we have the words, "In the end of the
Sabbath, as it began to dawn towards the first day of the week". This is the final
movement of the Incarnation - and this indeed constitutes a new day for the children of
men. "Wherefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creation: old things are passed
away; behold all things are become new". And the 'new day' is a new day because it
brings to men the remission of sins (77), the tender mercy of God (78), light in darkness
(79) and the way of peace (79).
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A brief postscript to a wonderful chapter. We said earlier, in relation to Mary's
being called into the purposes of God, (see Note for Thurs. 2nd March) that it was man's
responsibility to lay hold on the promises of God, and in the stern disciplines of grace to
enter their fulness and fulfilment. John was put in the deserts, as we read in this verse.
He was put into training. Of course. You cannot do this kind of work without training.
And there are long disciplines involved, being hidden in the quiver of the Lord (Isa 49:2)
before being made into sharp arrows in His hand. Does not this explain a great deal in
life, for the servants of the Lord?
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We have already seen, in our study of chapter 1, that there is a theology of
Christmas, which may be summed up as follows: In the Incarnation of the Son of His
love, God has bridged the gap between Himself and mankind, and He offers men in
Him and through Him the knowledge of salvation, the remission of sins, light for
darkness, and peace with God. When the angels announced to the shepherds the good
tidings of great joy, this is what they meant. The 'good will toward men' in their song is
not good will shown by man to man, but good will shown by God to man - the good
news that He has turned His face towards them in love and pity, assuring them that He
is not willing that any should perish, but that all may come to Him and live. It is in the
light of this, the theology of Christmas, that we need to understand the highly significant
and symbolic words of Luke, 'no room in the inn'. For this is what there was no room
for! There are different ways of interpreting the words. They are, of course, a symbol of
what the theologians call His humiliation, and as such are some indication of how real
His self-emptying was, and how low He stooped for our sakes. But they are also a
symbol of the kind of conflict that the message of Christmas, rightly understood, brings
into the world and into men's lives. What we see in these verses is no accident of
circumstances, due to the crowded state of Bethlehem at the time of the census. God
meant this to be a parable, a symbol - 'He came unto His own, and His own received
Him not'. More on this theme in tomorrow's Note.
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Here is a helpful comment from one of the commentators on this passage: "The
point in the story that especially captured Luke's fancy was not just that Jesus was born
in Bethlehem according to the old prediction, but that this promise of God came true
because of an enactment of the Roman government. God was working His purpose out
not only through the hesitancy of Zacharias, the exuberance of Elisabeth, and the quiet
faith of Mary; Caesar Augustus too, like Cyrus in earlier days (Isa 45:1), had become the
unwitting coadjutor of a salvation which would one day encompass his whole empire".
This is a good way to describe the marvellous interaction of the human and the divine in
the coming of the Saviour of the world. Ultimately, it was not Caesar Augustus who was
responsible, by his decree obliging all to go to their own place. The divine Hand was at
work ordaining this, and prophecy was being fulfilled: "Thou Bethlehem....(Micah 5:2).
In this light, Caesar Augustus was simply being used, manipulated, by the living God of
history.

It is all the more startling, therefore, that there should have been no room for Him.
But this was no accident in the divine planning, no 'slipup' in its execution. Rather, it
was to show, in symbol, the determined enmity of the world against 'God, in its sin, to
show up sin for what it is, as sin; and it was part of His humiliation, and of His atoning
work for the sins of the world. It was in this 'no-room-ness' that redemption was
wrought. In the world's very rejection of Him, God wrought His marvellous salvation.
This is why the cradle and the cross necessarily belong together. For the inevitable and
necessary climax of this 'no-room-ness' is seen in Christ as 'despised and rejected of
men' and 'forsaken by God' in the dark agony of Calvary.
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The message of the angels needs to be understood in its true biblical context. The
glad tidings could only be construed as the fulfilment of prophecy, the messianic
prophecies of the Old Testament. And the messianic prophecies were related to God's
unremitting hatred of sin and His determination to uproot it from His creation and
destroy it (the first promise of this being, as we have seen, in Gen 3:15). The Babe is the
'sign’, therefore, that God's counter-offensive against sin has now begun. This is God's
mercy, says Luke, pointing to the infant Jesus, God's good will toward men. It is focused
and sealed in Him. But note the startling, even ludicrous thing that is being said - the
sign of divine power and grace in the world, God's answer to the vastness of human
need - a Babe?

There are two ways to consider this extraordinary phenomenon, and both need to

be looked at with care. One is to remember Paul's well-known words in 1 Cor 1:27,
'God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are
mighty'. This is the way He chooses to bless mankind! The Babe is the sign and
testimony concerning God's principle of working in the world - the helplessness of a
Babe, the weakness of the cross, the foolishness of preaching. Does it work? Ah, yes.

The weapons of our warfare, though weak and insignificant in the eyes of men, are
mighty through God to the pulling down of strongholds. The weakness of God is
stronger than men; 'weakness' lets Him through to the world He longs to bless and save!
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But there is another way of solving the seeming incongruity of a helpless Babe
being God's answer to the vastness of human need, and it is this: At the dawn of history,
as soon as the darkness of sin fell upon mankind, and the crown of God's creation was
vitiated, God gave the promise that 'the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the
serpent. It was God promising that He would begin again, that there would be another
Man, that His original purposes would come to pass for man, that man would come into
his own as the overload of creation, that he would achieve and realise his true destiny.
And, when the fulness of the time was come, and when the Babe of Bethlehem was
born, it was, to be sure, the weakness of God that was to prove stronger than men, but it
was something more also - it was God's new man, the new humanity in which His
destined purposes were to be fulfilled and realised. It was the planting of a new
humanity in the world. And if this be so, we can hardly speak of the incongruity of the
situation - not if this Babe is to be the re-institution of man, the re-investiture of man as
overlord of creation. Bethlehem represents the incalculable power and potential of a
new man: It is little wonder that His coming threw all Jerusalem into a turmoil and drew
the wisdom of the east to His infant feet! Here is God's Proper Man. Well might the
prophet say, 'His name shall be called Wonderful....! Creation coming back into its own,
and coming to fruition and fulfilment - through a Man, the Man Christ Jesus, conceived
by the Holy Ghost, born of the virgin Mary, 'of the Father's love begotten'.
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We see Luke's symbolism again in the angels' song. At the first creation we are told
that the morning stars sang together and the sons of God shouted for joy (Job 38:7). And,
now, at the new creation, the same angels sing for joy, as they celebrate the new thing
that is taking place. The 'glory' song that they sang is a full and significant statement of
the gospel itself. We can trust the angels to know what the gospel is about! The
significance of 'glory to God in the highest' is surely this, that it puts God first, it brings
Him back again into His own world, and gives Him His rightful place. The tragedy of
the world then, as it is now, is that God has been left out of His world. Sin means God
driven out, and God withdrawn from men. But in this gift of the Babe, it is God coming
back, God making the overtures of friendship and reconciliation. In Genesis 1 we read
repeatedly, 'And God said....'He is the speaking God, and here He speaks, breaking the
silence caused by sin, and His voice speaks the word of salvation in the Word made
flesh. And this gospel gives God His rightful place once again in the hearts of men; and
when it is believed, and this Saviour received, it puts things right, reversing the topsy-
turvy order of things that has caused such ruin and havoc in the world. This is the
meaning of the 'glory' song.
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Putting God at the centre, putting Him first, makes for harmony and peace on
earth. Peace is always associated with allowing God His rightful place. It is when we are
justified by faith (Rom 5:1 -i.e. when we take our proper place of submission to God)
that we have peace with God. It is when our minds are stayed on Him (Isa 26:3 - i.e.
when rightly related to Him) that we are kept in perfect peace. It is when we hearken to
His commandments (Isa 48:18 - i.e. when He has His rightful place in our lives) that we
know peace like a river attending our way. But - peace on earth? This is not yet a fact;
but the words are a prophecy. The best part of Christmas has not happened yet. In the
meantime, He offers peace; when He comes the second time, He will enforce it!

How is the peace achieved? Well, the gospel is God's good will toward men. It is
God saying, "For a small moment | have hid My face from thee; but with everlasting
kindness will I have mercy upon thee" (Isa 54:9). It is God's olive branch stretched out to
man, His hand of friendship and love. "While we were enemies, God reconciled us to
Himself in the death of His Son". "This is the covenant | will make with them...I will be
merciful to their unrighteousness, and their sins and their iniquities will | remember no
more". That is the extent and measure of God's good will toward man, that is what He is
willing to do - nay, has done - and what He offers. And the sign and seal of this
covenant and good will is — the Babe! “God so loved the world that He gave His only —
begotten Son....”
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There is a symbolism again at work in the response that the shepherds made to the
message of the angels, for their reaction surely shows 'the one right thing to do' when
the gospel is heard. They came to Jesus - what many have never yet done: - 'Let us now
go even unto Bethlehem...."'Why do men not come to Christ? Is it because Bethlehem is
the lowly place, and they have to stoop to come to Him? Also, they came with haste.
This reflects the urgency of the gospel message, in all the New Testament. 'Let us now
go....There is no time to lose. Now, rather than later: that is the gospel summons:
'Today, if ye will near His voice....'lIt is something that the New Testament can never
understand, that men who know in their head and heart that the gospel is the hope of
mankind, and are intellectually convinced that it is the answer to their personal lives,
should put off the decisive encounter that would lead them into life. One can only
conclude that it is a work of satanic deception so to hinder them.

There is one further lesson to be drawn from these verses: the results of the good
news. Faith was born in the shepherds' hearts - before, be it noted, ever they saw the
Infant Saviour. 'Let us see this thing that is come to pass'. They believed the word of the
angels. Faith cometh by hearing. And faith for them was rewarded by sight. And thus
they went away rejoicing. It was good news to them. Christmas has happened to them!
And forthwith they began to witness. They could not keep it quiet. It was a day of good
tidings, and they could not hold their peace. How much they have to teach us!
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2:21-40

These verses (21-24) tell of the circumcision of Jesus, the purification of his mother
Mary, according to the law, and His being presented to the Lord in the temple, with the
attendant sacrifices, according to the law. This has a message for us at the outset, and it
is clear and unequivocal: it is sometimes maintained that Jesus was a revolutionary, and
His support is sometimes claimed by revolutionaries of modern days, who are intent on
kicking over the traces, and jettisoning law 'and order and all kinds of convention. But
the Jesus of the New Testament was in fact very different. From His infancy, He
conformed to Jewish law, and right through His life and ministry He honoured that law,
and faithfully observed it. 'Thus it becomes us', He said, ' to fulfil all righteousness'.
True, His gospel is a revolutionary power, but it is a revolution of love, not violence,
and its principle of operation is through weakness and foolishness, not power and might.
It is very impressive, in this regard to realise that Christ was to accomplish His salvation
in the world within the structure of the 'status-quo' and the establishment, and that He
was content that it should be so. He does not need revolution to bring in His kingdom,
as men today think of revolution. He speaks of faith as a mustard seed, of leaven being
hidden in measures of meal. It is the 'hiddenness' of His kingdom that is so impressive,
and that excludes the possibility of violent overthrow - as Simon the Zealot had later
perforce to learn. 'Not that way', said Jesus to him - and He says it today also.
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Simeon's song, the 'Nunc Dimittis' (these are simply the opening words of the song
in the Latin version), is very beautiful, and there is something very lovely about this old
man in the temple holding the Infant Saviour in his arms and close to his heart. But we
must not allow a sentimental reading of it to obscure the profound implications that it
has for our thinking. For Simeon, in taking the Saviour to his heart, symbolises the
reception of the Son of God for salvation. His simple and moving welcome of the
Saviour is a spiritual illustration of what all men must do if they are to be saved. His
words can be taken in two ways: on the one hand, we may take them as meaning: "l can
die happy now, for | have seen the Lord's salvation'. We speak sometimes in this way
when something great has happened to us, giving us enormous and full satisfaction -
there is nothing more to wish for. A mother feels she can die happy if she sees her son
getting on in life; a teacher feels he can die happy if he sees the pupil on whom he has
set his hopes winning the top scholarship. It is the expression of fulfilment and
satisfaction. This has a great lesson for us. To have Christ, we are meant to see, means
everything. Not to have Him means to have missed the most wonderful thing in life. To
have Him means that the hunger and longing of the human heart is met and answered in
such a way that there is nothing left to desire. 'To me to live is Christ', said Paul, writing
from prison, with a heart filled with joy and gladness and a peace that passed
understanding. Having Christ, he had all, and abounded. And not only so: for him,
death was something to be welcomed, for it but brought him into the immediate
presence of the Saviour - to die was gain for him, for it brought him into the ocean
fulness of what he had already tasted on earth. It is this that Simeon bears witness to -
that the answer to the mystery of human existence is - Christ, and a personal relationship
to Him, in fellowship with Him by His Spirit. We are made for God; He has set eternity
in our hearts, so that only He Himself, in Christ, can meet and satisfy the hungers He has
planted within us. This is the secret of life, and when we find Christ we have found all
that it is of final importance to know and to find. Life has nothing more to offer us.

© 2005-6 Rev Dr W J U Philip

36)

James Philip Bible Readings in Luke (1978/79) 40 2:21-40

2:21-40

The second way in which we can take Simeon's words is in relation, not to life, but
to death. This is in fact connected with what has already been underlined, for it is only
when we have found Christ to be the answer of God to the human soul that we can say,
'to die is gain', that we can die in peace. Otherwise, death is a grim and frightening
enemy. Having seen Christ, and taken Him, Simeon felt he could safely die, and die in
peace. This is the most practical and compelling of all questions - the business of dying.
The plain truth is, there are many people who are not ready to die; they are afraid to die,
because they are not right with God. It is in Christ alone that dying in peace is possible,
but in Him it is blessedly possible, and this is the heritage of all who truly believe in
Him. But more: these words have an even wider application: reduced to its essentials,
the message of the Nunc Dimittis is this: Now that Christ is come, all the future, in life
and death, is secure. It is the assurance given in Romans 8:39, 'Neither life, nor death...
nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in
Christ Jesus our Lord'. This is why, in face of all possible crises, and every dark and
sinister development of evil and lawlessness and violence that may come upon the
earth, we need not fear, but on the contrary be possessed by a true and wholesome
optimism. The best is yet to be, for the Christian, and it will be, for sure. 'Till He come'
is a glorious hope for those who name the name of Christ, and Christmas is the pledge
that they do not hope in vain.
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Simeon said something else also, however: 'This child is set for the fall and rising
again of many in Israel...' (34). This is the 'other side' of the message of the gospel that
must never be forgotten. Here is a note that 'qualifies' the peace of which the angels
sang and Simeon himself experienced. What these words signify is that the coming of
Jesus into human life means that life can never be the same again. God has set Him in
the heart of human existence and, whether we will or no, whether we are conscious of it
or not, He is now the centre of life and history, and all is conditioned by Him.

Therefore, everything in life depends on, and centres on, our reaction to Him. Place
some radio-active material in a room, and everything there will be touched by it, willy-
nilly. There is no escape from its all-prevailing influence. So it is with Christ. He is the
living Christ - not merely in the sense that we are alive, but something infinitely more so,
for He is life itself, and life-giving. It is the Author of life that has come into history. How
could there but be reactions, profound, far-reaching? 'Fall and rising again'; 'thoughts of
many hearts revealed'; 'sign to be spoken against' - these phrases are eloquent of the
kind of disturbance that Christ causes among men. And it was true right from the start!
'This child', said Simeon; and even as a Child, He exercised the prerogatives of a King,
as He laid the wisdom of the east under tribute, when the wise men kneeled before
Him. Luke records the eager responsiveness of men's hearts to His coming, but Matthew
tells a very different story - troubling, fear, resistance and opposition, with Herod and all
Jerusalem in a ferment at the news of His birth. The thoughts of many hearts were
indeed revealed!
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2:21-40

But there is another way also of looking at Simeon's words. ~ Christ sometimes
brings low in order that He might raise up again - indeed, that is always the pattern. He
humbles us that He might exalt us. The being brought low can have a gracious issue in a
man's life. It is an experience fraught with opportunity. If in being brought low a man is
brought to an end of himself, there is hope that he may rise again. The apostle Paul is a
case in point. When he came into contact with the living Christ, the result was one of
characteristic disturbance. The gospel stuck like a barb in his soul, and it so wrought in
him that he was finally brought down, humbled to the place of abject capitulation and
surrender at the feet of the risen Lord on the Damascus Road. The wonderful word in
Acts 26:16, 'Rise, and stand upon thy feet' shows us the outcome of that humbling.
Blessed humbling, indeed, when we recall just how much it was to mean in the forward
movement of the gospel in the early Church! But it is salutary for us to remember that, in
the process, the very worst in him - all that was ugly and evil - was brought to the
surface by the challenge of the gospel he was resisting. The thoughts of his heart were
surely revealed!

The prophetess Anna is mentioned only here in the New Testament, but what a
testimony she has left us, in her love for the house of God, the discipline that marked
her life, and the prayers she offered! She was numbered among those that 'looked for
redemption in Jerusalem'. With what joy they must have received her glad and eager
witness at this time!
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2:41-52

These verses give us the solitary account in Scripture of our Lord's early life, apart
from the birth narratives. In this sense, they are unique, and contain lessons of great
importance for us. The significance of the age of 12 is of course that at this age a Jewish
boy became what was known as 'a son of the law' (bar mitzvah), 'able to accept for
himself the responsibilities and obligations to which his parents had committed him by
the rite of circumcision' (Caird). Until that time, a boy's parents were responsible for him
religiously; from then on, however, he assumed responsibility himself.

G. Campbell Morgan points out a distinction between what is said of Jesus in 40 -
and the child grew' - and what is said in 52 - 'Jesus increased in wisdom. The first word,
he says, refers to 'growth without responsibility', the second to 'growth in responsibility.
The derivation of the second word indicates that it was used originally of the pioneer
cutting his way through brushwood, and the idea suggested here is of Jesus carving out
His way into life, the bringing of all life under control. This is what He began to do at
this stage of His experience. It is a highly purposive picture, full of significance.
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An independent, responsible existence, yes - and yet, as we are told in 51, He went
down from the temple with Mary and Joseph, and was subject to them. There is a fine -
and significant -association of ideas here, between 'my Father's business' and being
'subject unto them'. As G.C. Morgan puts it, "the perfect response of the Boy to the will
of God meant for Him natural correspondence to ordinary conditions. It did not set Him
free from responsibilities to the home in which He had been brought up; but under the
mastery of the will of His one Father, He submitted His life to the authority of the
home". Conformity, in other words, was the keynote of His experience. This is a salutary
lesson for those who appear to think that one can only be faithful to God by abandoning
home and parents. It was not so with Jesus. The question of motive needs to be
examined here. There is so often an element of the carnal in all this. It is easier, and
more exciting and thrilling to the flesh, to leave home than to be obedient to the law of
God. It should not be forgotten that, for some, surrender to God will mean just this:
willingness to accept parental discipline. Humdrum?  Yes, but pretty basic and
fundamental for a true Christian position!
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All that has been said thus far, in the past two Notes, has a bearing on our Lord's
words about being 'about His Father's business'. What is shown forth is His obedience
to authority, and this is really the key to the work He came to do on earth. It is 'by the
obedience of One' that many are made righteous. He was 'obedient unto death, even
the death of the cross'. He was, in the fulness of the time, a man under authority, as the
centurion in Luke 7 was able to discern, and it was this that gave Him His power to save
and redeem. As Paul puts it in the famous words of Phil 2:9, "Wherefore God hath
highly exalted Him, and given Him a name which is above every name..." - because of
His obedience, because He was intent on doing His Father's will. Standing at the
threshold of the story of His life and ministry, this surely has a symbolic value and
significance, in Luke's presentation of the gospel. For, of course, He is the second Adam,
who did what the first failed so miserably to do in the Garden of Eden. Here is the
outworking of what Newman expresses so beautifully in the words of the hymn,

A second Adam to the tight
And to the rescue came.
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3:1-6

These words mark, so to speak, the beginning of the gospel proper, as we may
gather also from Mark 1: 1ff, and from early apostolic preaching (Acts 10:37). As Jesus
Himself said later, "the law and the prophets were until John: since that time the
kingdom of God is preached." In 1:80, we are told that John was in the deserts till
the day of his showing unto Israel; now, here, we have that showing. This serves to
remind us of the context of John's ministry, which requires to be interpreted in the light
of what is said in 1:77 ff. The question of how far John's ministry is to be regarded as
merely preparatory, in relation to our Lord's, is something we shall look at later; in the
meantime, we should note particularly the word that Luke uses to describe John's
preaching in 18- it is the word from which we get our English 'evangelize' - the
announcement of good news. We must therefore interpret the 'thunder' and sternness of
John's ministry in an evangelical context. He was not preaching 'law' as we say. This
was a work of the Spirit of God. We shall misunderstand John's purpose and function,
unless we grasp this fact.
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Luke 'dates' the 'Baptist' movement very effectively in these verses, using one
emperor, one governor, three tetrarchs and two high priests to do so! It is as if he were
saying 'This thing was not done in a corner'. It was something for the world, and of
world-wide significance. But more: he sets the Baptist revival against the background of
the reign of Tiberias Caesar, against the grim, relentless, debauched, degenerate life of
the Roman empire - as if to suggest that here was the only hope for the seriousness of
the world-situation, and for the moral and spiritual bankruptcy of his - or any - age. This
is an eloquent reminder to us that there is nothing too hard for the Lord, and that it is so
often in such dark and formidable circumstances that God does speak again to men.
One thinks of the national situation in Israel in the days following the time of the Judges,
when "every man did that which was right in his own eyes", and how in such a situation
the word of the Lord came to Samuel; and of how, when the book of the law was
discovered in the temple in Josiah's day, a work of national reformation and renewal
followed. Since this is so, it is not open to the people of God, in a time of declension
and lawlessness, simply to bemoan the awfulness of the time, in a defeatist spirit. They
must hope in God. That is the message that should surely emerge from these verses for
our own time. Man's extremity is ever God's opportunity, and in days when the outlook
is very bleak and forbidding, we should - such is His grace - expect God to make bare
His holy arm. As the Psalmist once said, "It is time for Thee, Lord, to work: for they have
made void Thy law" (Ps 119:126).
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Luke, in common with the other Evangelists, asserts that John fulfils in his coming
the prophecy spoken by Isaiah (40:1ff). We should be particularly careful not to miss the
significance of this fulfilment, for this is the keynote of the Baptist's ministry, rightly
understood. The setting and context of the prophecy is that Israel, in captivity in
Babylon, is pictured as being on the eve of deliverance by the mighty hand of God. The
long discipline of the exile is about to end, and God is about to break in, in power and
love. Isaiah himself associates this deliverance from exile with the great exodus from
Egypt, centuries earlier, and indicates that God's 'new thing' (43:19) would be a second
exodus for His people. It is this idea that the gospel writers also take up: for them, the
gospel is a new exodus, the exodus, of which that from Egypt and that from Babylon
were but illustrations and types. And John is the Fore runner, the Announcer, that this
great and mighty visitation is at hand. And all the comfort, hope and promise of Isaiah
40:1-11 may very legitimately be read into the advent of John and his ministry.

Basically, it was a preparation of men's hearts to receive the good news of the
gospel. Isaiah proclaimed a way back to Jerusalem from exile; John proclaimed a way
back to God from the dark bondage of sin.
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In the phrase in 2, 'the word came unto John...." 'unto' in the Greek is really

'upon'. The suggestion seems almost to be that it 'pressed down from above', that it was
a pressure from on high upon John's spirit. At all events, there is no kind of doubt but
that he was possessed with a burning conviction. He was a man who had something to
say, and he spoke with authority. That is perhaps the best word to describe the nature of
his ministry. And it is clear that it was something new in that day. In fact, for long years,
the inspired word had been lacking in Israel. As in the days of Samuel, the word of the
Lord was a scarce commodity, and there was no open vision. The religious life of the
nation was at a low ebb, when suddenly, after the silence of the years, the voice of this
strange figure was heard throughout the land, thundering out the word of the Lord to the
people. The Baptist movement was significant because it bore an authentic, authoritative
word from God about eternal issues. It was a case of eternity breaking into time,
touching the lives of men. There was a recovery of the word of God, and a proclamation
of that word as an ultimatum to a nation that had slipped away from Him. It is this that
explains the stern, almost forbidding note in John's message. True, he was the forerunner
of 'good news' (Isa 40), but the only way good news can come to a national situation of
decadence and degeneracy is by the radical disease that has caused it being dealt with
radically. Hence the solemn summons to repent.
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When John's hearers asked him 'What shall we do?' (10), and he answered them in
strict moral terms, we should realise that they asked this question not in order to obtain
salvation, and John was not advocating 'works' as a way of salvation, but rather as those
who had been wrought upon by the Spirit of God, and were now seeking to walk in the
light (cf 1 Thess 4:1ff for a similar pattern). What he said, therefore, represents the
outworking of the newly found faith. As is indicated in 8, there were to be fruits worthy
of repentance, that is, that would be an evidence and proof that their repentance was
real. This is always the true, authenticating factor in a genuine work of the Spirit of God:
where that Spirit is, moral transformation will inevitably take place. This is indeed the
touchstone and criterion by which to judge the reality of any work that claims the
Spirit's seal: does it lead to good works, to the restoration of moral values, moral
standards in men's lives, in the community, is the moral tone of society raised and
purified - these are the real questions; and if these cannot be answered in the
affirmative, if there is any uncertainty about these things, we are entitled to place a big
question mark over any claim that is made. After all, the Spirit of God is a Holy Spirit,
and where holiness is at a discount, there He is not! We heard recently about a new
'teaching' which proclaims that the gospel proclaims that Christ accepts us as we are.
This is all very well, and true; but it would seem that those who are attracted to such
teaching have construed it to mean also that He is content to leave us as we are, sins
and all. Well, one has only to read through these verses to see how far such an attitude
has parted company with true, biblical teaching; and we can hardly be in doubt as to
what John the Baptist would have said about such an attitude.
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We pointed out in an earlier Note that it is sometimes said that John's ministry was
not really a Christian ministry, in the true sense, but only preparatory, and mention is
made of Jesus' own words about John, "he that is least in the kingdom of God is greater
than he" (Luke 7: 28). One sees the force of this, of course, but what we have said in the
last Note or two has surely answered this adequately, aid shown the work to have been
a genuine work of the Spirit, a work, moreover, that bore the marks of all that is best and
truest in the history of awakening in the Church's life, in the scriptural record or in
Church history.

For all that, however, there is a sense in which there is a truth in the suggestion that
it was also a preparatory movement. Something requires to be said about this, for a
number of important issues arise from it that are highly relevant for our time, particularly
in relation to what John says about the baptism of the Holy Spirit. For John himself
makes a distinction between his own baptism and the baptism Jesus was to administer: 'l
baptize with water, but He shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire'. How
are we to interpret these words? Clearly, if our interpretation in the past Notes about the
work under John's ministry being authentic in itself is correct, problems are raised that
need some explanation. We shall try to clarify these issues in the next Note or two.
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The first thing that must be said is that there is a certain ambiguity, a certain
paradox, inherent in the situation, and one that is in the nature of the case inevitable.
What we mean is this: on the one hand, it is clear that John was speaking of some future
operation of the Spirit when he spoke of the baptism of fire, just as Jesus Himself, later,
spoke of it as something in the future. On the other hand the Spirit of God was
undoubtedly at work in the world in the Old Testament dispensation, in spiritual
awakenings, in the revival of the Baptist itself, and in the ministry of Jesus - and of His
disciples - before Pentecost. Also, on the one hand, Jesus spoke of His Church as
something only then beginning, in His ministry, and at Pentecost - 'l will build My
Church' - and on the other hand it is clear and certain that He was also building His
Church in the Old Testament dispensation, operating in history before His Incarnation
(cf Paul's teaching in T Cor 10). A belief in the doctrine of the Trinity commits us to this
view. It is this kind of ambiguity that enables us to say that John's ministry was both a
work of the Spirit of God in its own right, and also a preparatory movement; it is this
also which enables our Westminster Confession to say on the one hand that the whole
Old Testament dispensation was preparatory, and on the other hand to insist very
properly that the Old Testament types, sacrifices, ordinances, etc., 'were for that time
sufficient and efficacious, through the operation of the Spirit, to instruct and build up the
elect in faith in the promised Messiah, by whom they had full remission of sins, and
eternal salvation (West.Conf. 7.V.)". Unless we understand that this ambiguity belongs to
the very nature of the gospel, and to the fact that Christ came at a particular and specific
point in history, once for all, and that the events associated with His coming stand on
the border line between two dispensations, the old and the new, we shall remain very
confused about many things, and particularly about the teaching of the New Testament
about the Holy Spirit.
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Take, for example, our Lord's words to the disciples, "Wait for the promise of the
Father" (Acts 1:4). This is an instruction to wait for the Spirit. But, if we did not
understand the ambiguity we referred to in yesterday's Note, we could easily
misinterpret and misunderstand His meaning, and take it to mean that the reception of
the Spirit was an additional experience to the experience of conversion or of becoming
disciples. And, of course, this misinterpretation is often made. But, the Holy Spirit could
not yet be given at this point in the story, because Christ's 'work' was not yet complete -
the Ascension was yet to take place. And therefore these men could not as yet have the
Spirit. But we today are not in that kind of position, standing on the threshold of a new
dispensation, and therefore their experience cannot be taken as normative, valid or
relevant for us. And it is idle to try to decide whether they were true believers or not
before the Spirit could have been given. For they both were, and they were not. They
were true believers of the old dispensation, but they were not yet believers of the new,
for the new had not yet dawned, but was only about to, at Pentecost indeed, the
experience of the first disciples was not even regarded as normative as an example for
the later disciples of the early Church, let alone for us. They did not wait, nor did they
have to wait, for the promise of the Father after the days of Pentecost. The Spirit came
upon them on their reception of the gospel. Definitive doctrine of the Spirit is to be
found in the epistles of the New Testament, not in Acts. And there, in the epistles, we
find that the baptism of the Spirit is the initiatory work of grace by which we are brought
into Christ (cf John 3, 1 Cor 12:13, Eph 1:14).
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In other words, John the Baptist is speaking here of the initiation of the new
covenant, by which stony hearts are made into hearts of flesh (Jer 31:31, Ezek 36:26) -
the covenant which Christ had come to inaugurate, and which He sealed in His blood.
As to the nature of that covenant, it is well expressed in the words John uses to describe
Christ's baptism. 'Holy Ghost' and 'fire' are not to be thought of separately, still less
does one refer to grace, the other to judgment. Fire is the symbol of the Holy Ghost.
Further, the preposition should be 'in', not 'with'. Christ plunges us into this fire (one
thinks of the association of this idea with Romans 6, being baptized into Christ's death
and resurrection. This is the 'fire' which seals the new covenant to our lives). The fire,
then, indicates the nature of what Christ seeks to do for us and in us. It represents divine
energy (cf the burning bush and the pillar of fire in Exodus) working in grace towards
men. In this sense the qualities it suggests are cleansing and life-giving. On the one
hand, fire imparts warmth, and life. Fire "lays hold upon cold, dead matter, making it
sparkle and blaze, and turning it into the likeness of its own leaping brightness". This is
what happens when the grace of God lays hold of one dead in trespasses and sins. As
spring coaxes life into dead branches and twigs, so the fire of the Spirit awakes life
where death has reigned. Christ kindles a fire on the cold hearth of men's hearts,
and sets them aflame with love for God and man. But fire is also a purifying agent,
separating the dross from the pure metal. Indeed, it is when love is kindled in our hearts
that it burns all the impurities out of our system. This is one of the things Paul means
when he speaks of the love of God being shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost.
The cleansing power of the Spirit of God, as He applies the merits of Christ's blood to
our hearts, is the glorious message of good news that John proclaimed.
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One further thing may be said on this subject before we pass on to the next
passage. We have said that John's ministry was a spiritual work in its own right, as well
as being, in the other sense, a preparatory work, just as Pentecost was two things in one,
the inauguration of the New Testament Church and also an outpouring of the Spirit. It is
true that we do not have to wait for the Spirit's coming as the first disciples had to; in the
nature of the case it is impossible for us to do so, for He is come. And in this sense it
would be truer to say that He is waiting for us. But in another sense, we can, should,
and must long for the kind of outpouring of the Spirit that signals a time of refreshing for
the Church. Who would dispute that this is our crying need today? In this sense, we
supplicate His Presence, and cry with longing hearts,

"Come, Holy Ghost, Spirit of burning, come".
Thou Christ of burning, cleansing flame,
Send the Fire!
Thy blood-bought gift today we claim,
Send the Fire!
Look down and see this waiting host,
Give us the promised Holy Ghost,
We want another Pentecost,
Send the Fire:
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Comparison with Mark 1:14 and Matt 4:12 shows that Luke's chronology of the
event of John's imprisonment is different. This need not concern us, however, since he is
simply rounding off the story of John's ministry before beginning the account of our
Lord's. The account of the circumstances of John's imprisonment is given fully in Matt
14:3ff. It was inevitable that such a ministry as John's, which rebuked fearlessly the evils
of the time, should have disturbed and roused the opposition of the court and of Herod
the king; and this serves to remind us of the cost of faithful ministry to those who
exercise it. Luke's words in 20 about Herod, 'added yet this above all', seems to bear a
solemn significance: certainly, in the ongoing 'saga' of Herod's spiritual history, the
arrest of John marked a stage in the hardening process within his heart against the things
of God. At first, when John began to preach, Herod's conscience was stirred and
aroused (cf Mark 6:20). But it is clear that he let opportunity slip through unwillingness
to take resolute action. He knew not the time of his visitation; and here we see him on
the downward road that led finally to a conscience seared and silenced, when the Son
of God had nothing to say to him (Luke 23:8,9). By then he had passed the point of no
return. Solemn, frightening thought!
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Luke gives the subject of Jesus' baptism only two verses, but this should not make
us suppose that it is not significant in his interpretation and presentation of the gospel.
Indeed, the opposite, as the long genealogy is designed to underline, for it (the
genealogy) puts Jesus in His historical context 'as a real man with a family tree' (Caird),
standing in the historic line of promise, not only going back to David (and therefore
standing as the fulfilment of the Jewish Messianic hope) but also back to Adam (thus
showing His kinship with humanity). It should be noted that Luke speaks of the baptism
of Jesus in a participial phrase - as if the baptism of all the people were regarded as
carrying with it the baptism of Jesus almost as a necessary complement. This has its own
significance, indeed, for Jesus' baptism was that of a man with a public calling, as one
identified with the people in their need. It was for this reason that He went to the Jordan
and submitted Himself to John's baptism. John's baptism was a baptism of repentance;
but Jesus had no sins of His own to repent of, no stain on His life that the symbolic
waters of baptism needed to touch. The implication is clear and incontrovertible: it was
a vicarious baptism that He underwent (i.e. a baptism for others). He did not go to the
Jordan because He was a sinner, but because He wanted to number Himself with the
transgressors (Isa 53:12), and thus fulfil the role prophesied for Him as the suffering
servant of the Lord. He was therefore identifying Himself with men in their sin, standing
in with them in their plight and need, and pledging Himself, as their Substitute and
Representative, to procure their eternal salvation. Christ, we are told in Romans 8:3, was
made 'in the likeness of sinful flesh'; and this shows how like it He became. It was the
beginning of His mission 'to be made sin for us' (2 Cor 5:21).
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There are some further points to be noted in the account of Jesus baptism before
going further in our study. For one thing, it is impressive to see all three Persons of the
Trinity mentioned here - Father, Son and Holy Spirit are all alike involved in the divine
work of man's redemption. Another consideration of great significance relates to the
words spoken by the voice from heaven. It is important to realise - and commentators
are largely agreed on this - that this is a composite statement, and that it is derived from
two distinct Old Testament passages, Psalm 2:7, and Isaiah 42:1. Of Psalm 2:7, Tasker
says, "In the verse of the Psalm the Lord of Israel is pictured as crowning a Son of David
as Messiah, with the words, 'Thou art My Son: this day have | begotten thee?". In the
other part of the statement, which comes from Isaiah 42:1, the prophet speaks of an
ideal servant of God who perfectly does His will as he treads the pathway of obedience
and service. Now - and this is the real heart of the meaning of Christ's baptism - these
two quotations represent the two distinct pictures given in the Old Testament of the
messianic idea - that of the glorious King, and that of the suffering servant. And Jesus, in
this tremendous experience of the baptism, was conscious that He was called of God to
fulfil 7-7th of them in His own Person - roles that had hitherto seemed to be inconsistent
with and contradictory to one another. It was a recognition - and a proclamation, for
those who had ears to hear - that the seemingly divergent lies? of prophecy did in fact
converge and meet in Him, and that God's glorious, promised King was to be this by
being His suffering servant obedient unto death. In the baptism of Jesus, and in the voice
from heaven, God was pointing to a Saviour, and a Saviour who was to take the sinner's
place and die the sinner's death. It was a pledge of what He was to do on the cross for
our sakes.
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There is one further lesson for us here, and to understand it we need to go back to
Genesis 3. When man sinned, he was cast out of the Garden, and the gates were shut
against him, and barred by the flaming sword of the cherubim —

There is a city bright,
Closed are its gates to sin

The gates of Eden were closed by sin. But here we are told that the gates of heaven
were opened by Christ (21). He has opened a new and living way, by His blood, into
the presence of the Father. What happened on the day of Christ's baptism was that God
gave a foretaste of what would be when His beloved Son died on the cross for the sins
of men. The open heavens here correspond to the rent veil at the Crucifixion (Luke 23:
45), and both signify the same blessed truth, that now, through Christ, the way back to
God is open. It is God saying, "Behold, | have set before thee an open door, and no man
can shut it" (Rev 3:8).

Today Thy gate is open,
And all who enter in
Shall find a Father's welcome,
And pardon for their sin.
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There are great and tremendous lessons for us to learn from the record of our Lord's
temptation in the wilderness; but these lessons are to be found in the context of the
story, and have to be mulled over, and dug deeply for. There is a theology to be grasped
and understood here, and careful study will pay rich dividends.

Let us begin with the statements made in Heb 2:18, 4:15, about our Lord's
experience: "In that he himself hath suffered, being tempted, he is able to succour them
that are tempted"; and "He was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin". The
implications in these statements, as Plummer says, are threefold: (i) the temptations were
real; (i) Jesus remained absolutely unstained by them; (iii) one purpose of the
temptations was to assure us of His sympathy when we are tempted. Plummer goes on:
"The second point limits the first and intensifies the third. The sinlessness of Jesus
excluded all those temptations which spring from previous sin; for there was no taint in
Him to become the source of temptation. But the fact that the solicitations came wholly
from without, and were not born from within, does not prevent that which was offered
to Him being regarded as desirable. The force of a temptation depends, not upon the sin
involved in what is proposed, but upon the advantage connected with it. And a
righteous man, whose will never falters for a moment, may feel the attractiveness of the
advantage more keenly than the weak man who succumbs; for the latter probably gave
way before he recognized the whole of the attractiveness; or his nature may be less
capable of such recognition. In this way the sinlessness of Jesus augments His capacity
for sympathy; for in every case He felt the full force of temptation."
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We should also remember Paul's words in 1 Cor 10:13 about temptation being
common to man. This observation should serve to remind us that studying the
temptations of our Lord is no mere academic exercise, of no practical relevance to our
day-to-day living; for Jesus was man. He was God, yes, but He was also man, and fully
human. And it was as man that He sustained the assault of the enemy (man shall not live
by bread alone....).

It is clear that Luke presents the temptation as a confrontation with the enemy.
There is something elemental here; it is no mere subterfuge. We are taken right to the
heart of the situation. Sin is spoken of in Genesis 3 in terms of an attack by Satan; and
now salvation - and it is the history of salvation we are concerned with in the gospel
record - is spoken of as a battle with and victory over Satan. In this connection, we
should bear in mind the 'symbolic' character of gospel writing. We have already
referred to the concept of a second Exodus (which lies behind the thinking of more than
one of the Evangelists), with Christ as the second Moses delivering His people out of
bondage. Thus, the Red Sea 'baptism' of Israel, which corresponds to our Lord's baptism
in Jordan; and now, here also, the forty days and nights to correspond with Israel's forty
years in the wilderness. This is not as fanciful an exegesis as might first appear: for the
three quotations from Scripture that Jesus uses in the Temptation are all from
Deuteronomy, and refer to the testing of Israel in the wilderness after the crossing of the
Red Sea. Israel was tested (Deut 8:2) to know what was in their heart; and Jesus is also
put to the test. But where Israel failed, Jesus was victorious.
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But there is an even deeper association with the Old Testament, and it is this: it is
clear that the Temptation story is connected vitally to that of our Lord's baptism, the
significance of which, as we have seen, is that He was anointed as God's King and
Suffering Servant. The Temptation must therefore be understood in this light. Here is the
King entering into enemy-occupied territory, to subdue the kingdom to Himself -
through suffering. In this connection we need to see that the initiative lay with Him, not
with Satan. He was led of the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted. Newman's

hymn says,

A second Adam to the fight
And to the rescue came

This is a most significant statement, for we need to see the Temptation in relation to
Christ's role as the second or last Adam. The devil challenged the first man, Adam, in
the Garden. Here is now the counter-attack: the last Adam challenged the devil, by His
presence in the wilderness. The devil ruined the first Adam; the last Adam spoiled the
devil. Christ's Temptation therefore takes on a representative character: it was for us, as
our Representative, that He suffered, being tempted. As such, it belongs in some sense to
the substitutionary work which He accomplished in His coming into the world to be the
world's Saviour, and is part of what was involved for Him in following the path
prophesied for the Messiah who was to come, in suffering and glory. It was part of what
was involved in taking His stand with man in his sin and need. It was, in fact, a
'rehearsal’, so to speak, a 'trial run', a foretaste, of His Passion on the cross, as His
baptism in Jordan also was.
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If, then, we are to assume the representative character of our Lord's Temptation,
and that He was tempted as the last Adam, we may therefore expect that the temptations
followed the general pattern of those that assailed the first Adam in the Garden of Eden.
And, of course, this is what we do in fact see here. Adam and Eve were tempted to eat
unlawfully the forbidden fruit; so was Christ: 'If thou be the son of God, command this
stone that it be made bread'. Adam and Eve were promised 'Ye shall be as gods'; so was
Christ: 'All this power will I give thee...'. Adam and Eve were tempted to presume upon
God's word: 'Ye shall not surely die..."; so was Christ: 'He shall give his angels charge
over thee...". The parallel is very striking, and very significant. The great difference is:
Adam and Eve fell; but Christ stood firm. Here, then, is the beginning of the great
reversal of the effects of sin in the world, the divine counter-offensive, the first stroke of
the battle that was to lead to final victory over sin and Satan at the cross and in the
resurrection.

If, then, we are to understand Christ's temptations in relation to His Messiahship, it
is clear that they have much to say to us today, as they have to all - whether the Church
or the individual - for they came to One Whose business and desire was to establish the
kingdom of God and promote the gospel in the world. They have therefore particular
reference to the dangers and pitfalls that lie in wait for any who put their hands to this
work. Let the Church learn, therefore, from them, let fellowships learn, let individuals
learn, from these temptations what the Lord wants us to learn, that we may avoid
mistakes that lead to disaster and loss in the work of the kingdom. "It is necessary", says
James Denney, "to be on our guard against false ideals, and even more against false
methods of pursuing true ones."
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We turn now to a consideration of the first temptation, the incitement to 'command
this stone that it be made bread.' There are a number of pointed lessons to be drawn
from this. For one thing, we must see it as a temptation to unbelief. Jesus was tempted to
doubt God's Word, to doubt His care and goodness. Significantly, this is how the
trouble began in the Garden of Eden: 'Yea, hath God said...?' 'If Thou be the Son of
God....The emphasis is all on the 'lf'. We should remember what has just happened at
the beginning of these forty days. At the Baptism, God had said, 'Thou art My beloved
Son'. It had been, for Jesus, a moment of high spiritual exaltation and dedication. Now
came the sowing of the doubt: 'If Thou be the Son of God...."Is it all an illusion, a
hallucination? In the cold, grey light of the wilderness, when He was hungry, when
there was no atmosphere of the open heaven and the sense of God's nearness — then
came the temptation to doubt. This is all so real, so true to human experience. In
such a situation, one doubts one's calling, and everything seems to be put in the melting
pot - and there is no clear, Divine voice to reassure, only the assertion of faith in the
dark. And it needs to be this'.

The fact is, if changed circumstances - the removal of the aura of spiritual
atmosphere, the loss of creature comforts, the sense of desolation - are going to make us
doubt God and His calling of us to His work, then we had better realise how weak our
faith really is. For these things will surely come. God sees to it that they will, so as to
make sure that our faith and hope rest in Him, and in nothing else.
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Another lesson to be drawn from this first temptation is that it came along the line
of Messianic power. Jesus had received power at His baptism, and how He was tempted
to use it wrongly, to act in His own right independently of God. It is sometimes said that
Satan tempted Jesus to do a right thing in a wrong way, and at a wrong time; and this is
doubtless true, but it is even deeper than that. It was pointed out earlier that in the
Divine pronouncement at the Baptism there were combined two ideas - that of God's
anointed King and that of the Suffering Servant - and that Christ was to combine both
these figures in Himself. And Satan was precisely trying to drive a wedge between the
two, by suggesting a Messiahship without suffering. "You are hungry. Use your power, to
turn stones into bread. Why should you suffer, and die of starvation. What use will you
be to God if you die? It is your duty to save yourself'. This is a temptation that came
back to Jesus again and again. He faced it at Caesarea Philippi, when He began to teach
that the Son of man must suffer, and Peter began to rebuke him, saying, "Be it far from
Thee, Lord: this shall not be unto Thee", earning the devastating rejoinder, "Get thee
behind me, Satan". He faced it again at the Cross, when passersby, the unwitting
mouthpiece of Satan, said to Him, "If Thou be the Son of God, come down from the
cross". This is exactly what Satan was saying to Jesus in the first temptation in the
wilderness.
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The interpretations given in the last two Notes show us sufficiently clearly the
principle involved - it is the temptation to take lower ground, and an easier way than
God's appointed way, in the furtherance of His kingdom. This temptation, as James
Denney says, "is always with the Church, and it is not the less a temptation that there are
many at the present time who turn it into an accusation. The Church, we are constantly
being told, does not care for the poor.... people may starve for all it will do to help them.
We would believe in it if it made our bread its first care, but if it does not, we will have
nothing to do with it. Voices like these are sometimes the modern equivalent of the
voice which whispered to Jesus in the wilderness, 'Command that these stones be made
bread'....The demand which is here made upon the Church is one to which, if it is to be
true to Christ, it cannot accede. It dare not, either for itself or for others, contemplate a
kingdom of God founded upon bread. It must have pity for the poor - it must feed the
hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick, or be lost forever; but it must have the hardness
to say to itself and to all men, even though they are poor, Seek first the kingdom of God;
Labour not for the meat which perisheth; Man shall not live by bread alone."
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We come now to the second temptation. It will be noticed that Luke's order is
different from Matthew's, and it has been suggested that while Matthew's is probably the
historical order, Luke places the temptation to presume on the word of God last, , as
being ' the religious temptation through the word of God, and therefore morally the
hardest of all to one who values that Word'. This may be the truth of the matter,
although, as Plummer says, 'the reasons for preferring one order to the other are
subjective and convincing.'

What has already been said by way of introduction to the temptations in general is
just as true with this one as with the first. And we may truly say that Satan's over-all,
specific aim was to draw Jesus away from His Messianic calling to be a suffering
Saviour. It was, of course, in Satan's interests to seek to get Christ to by-pass the cross,
for the cross was destined by God to be the devil's destruction. Small wonder that he
whispered so urgently to our Lord, 'Not that way'. It is in this light that we must examine
it, and it is in this light that it is best understood, though doubtless it also bears more
general lessons, such as that it reminds us of our Lord's own words later in His ministry,
"What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?"
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We have already pointed out the connection between the Temptations and the
Baptism of Christ. This is seen very clearly also in this one, and confirms what was said
earlier about the association of the words 'Thou art My beloved Son' with Psalm 2. The
words in the Psalm, "Thou art....this day have | begotten thee" (2:7) are followed
immediately by "Ask of Me, and | shall give thee the heathen for thine inheritance, and
the uttermost parts of the earth for thy possession". It is against this word of God that
Satan's words, "All this power will | give thee, and the glory of them...." are seen in all
their blasphemous arrogance. For he is 'ape-ing' Deity, taking God's words on his lips in
a foul, irreverent parody. This, in fact, is one of the dominant characteristics of Satan:
not only does he parade as an angel of light, confusing the issue, pretending he is God
and deceiving men into thinking that it is God who is speaking to them (this is part of
the great subtlety of temptation, and one of its most confusing aspects, that terrible point
of indecision when we no longer can recognize the distinction between Satan's voice
and God's - leading finally to the fearful state of calling evil good and good evil, the
blasphemy against the Holy Ghost which represents Satan's final aim and final victory in
a man's heart) but also this reveals the real heart of evil: Satan wants to be God. He
wants even Jesus - and especially Jesus - to bow down and worship him; and he apes
the Godhead in this dreadful way by using the Divine word for himself. This is unfolded
in a remarkable way in the book of Revelation where, in the horrific images of the
dragon, the beast and the false prophet we have represented to us the idea of a trinity of
evil standing over against the Holy Trinity, and in competition with God the Three-in-
One.
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Satan's offer to Christ, then, is essentially an imitation of God's, and alternative to
His. And precisely here do we see its malevolence and danger. For he is offering Christ
an alternative way to attain His kingdom, an easier way, a way that involved
compromise, a way that by-passed the cross. Put at its simplest, both God and Satan are
say in the same thing: "Ask of Me, and I will give thee....", and the condition is also the
same: '...if thou fall down and worship me'. But 'worshipping' God involves obedience
to His will, and obedience to His will means the cross. This was the choice that faced
Jesus.

There is a remarkable and impressive commentary on this in Paul's famous words
in Phil2:5 ff where the Apostle says that Jesus 'did not count equality with God a thing to
be grasped...but became obedient unto death, even death on a cross' (RSV) That is,
Jesus, in saying 'Get thee behind me, Satan....", was saying, "Not that way, Satan; not
thus will | take my power and reign". Rather, He chose the path of obedience, even unto
death, and because He did so, the kingdoms of the world were given Him, and He was
given a name above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow. It is
obedience unto death that ever leads to life and power - for our Lord and for His
Church. How faithful to this principle the early Church was: 'l determined not to know
anything among you save Jesus Christ and Him crucified" - the 'foolishness of preaching'
- the 'weakness of God' - how easy : would have been to depart from this emphasis, in
favour of something more spectacular, more 'effective', more 'worldly-wise', more
accommodating to the spirit of the world. But the Church, then, resolutely resisted, and
therefore conquered for the weakness of God is stronger than men:
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But it is a temptation that has not always been resisted today, to our cost. For let us
be quite clear he] Christ's attitude comes down on the side of discipline, denial, cross-
bearing, 'narrowness', and the principle of division with the world, cutting across its
cherished notions, habits, attitudes and desires, and this 'goes against the grain' with the
'natural man' in us. It is so much easier to compromise: It is hardly surprising, in the
light of this, that Paul should warn us of the danger of 'corrupting the word of God' (2
Cor 2:17) and of 'handling the word of God deceitfully' (2 Cor 4:2), and of the need to
speak in sincerity, as men commissioned by God, when the temptation to accommodate
our message, for peace' sake, and minimise the offence of the cross, is so real. Is the
thought of offering a 'cut-price' Christianity, with a view to winning more people, so far
off the mark as a way of describing some approaches to Christian work? Jesus would not
lower the price of discipleship, when dealing with the rich young ruler, and was
prepared to let him go rather than compromise the challenge of the gospel; but one
suspects that some modern attitudes would have been prepared - because of his
'potential' as a future leader or his social position - to make some diplomatic and
judicious adjustment so as to accommodate his undoubted interest in spiritual things, in
the hope that at a later stage he might become more committed. However such an
attitude may be regarded, whatever it may be called, such an accommodation is still a
betrayal of the highest; and Christ simply refused to win men on such terms. For Him
and in his estimation, discipleship without a cross was of the devil.
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If our interpretation of the temptations of Jesus in general has been right, then we
must see that the central message of the third temptation as recorded by Luke lies along
the line, once again, of messianic power. It was a temptation to do something
spectacular - we shall take this up later - but why this particular kind of spectacular
action? What lies behind it? We suggest that only one thing would be conjured up in the
minds of pious Jews by the sight of someone being borne by angels down from the
pinnacle of the temple -the Son of Man coming in the glory with His angels (see Daniel
7:13, Matt 26:64, Jude 14): This was a deliberate attempt on Satan's part to get Jesus to
identify Himself with the Messianic idea of the coming glorious King, without reference
to that of the Suffering Figure mentioned elsewhere in the Old Testament prophecies.
"Be the glorious King, Jesus, not a Sufferer. If Thou be the Son of God, show Thyself as a
King, not as a criminal on a cross:" Once again, it is the whisper: "Bypass the cross, take
an easier way". But a Messiah-ship on these terms and in this way was something Jesus
was not prepared to countenance, precisely because it was a denial of the Scriptural
pattern laid down for Him in the messianic prophecies and assumed by Him in His
baptism. This is the force of His counter-quotation of Scripture in 12 (Matthew -puts it
even more graphically than Luke, "It is written again", as if to say 'This is the correct
interpretation of Scripture, not that'. We shall look at this corrective use of Scripture in
tomorrow's Note.
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Part of the subtlety of this temptation, of course, lay in the fact that Satan quoted
Scripture to substantiate his case. There is something very telling here. It can be very
dangerous to base either specific doctrines or specific courses of action on single verses
of Scripture. For one thing, this is the danger of taking for divine guidance an isolated
verse that 'comes' to one. It can hardly be doubted that God does in fact guide in this
way, but we should realise that it can be dangerous in isolation from the rest of
Scripture. Satan's point here was unexceptionable, but it happened to be false and
wrong. Jesus' word in 12 is a summons to compare Scripture with Scripture. We must
beware of looking for propitious verses to justify a course we may already have secretly
decided in our hearts, and of exalting a single Scripture into an elevation never meant
for it.

That is one lesson to be learned here. Another has to do with the implication in the
devil's words, 'If thou be the Son of God...."lt is as if he had said, 'Get God to prove you
are His Son by putting Him to the test'. There is great plausibility in this, but what does it
imply? To ask for proof, to demand a sign from God, a token, is evidence that we cannot
trust His simple word. He has said, 'Thou art My beloved Son', but we do not really
believe Him, so we must have a spectacular, unmistakeable proof that He means what
He says. But 'faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen’,
and when faith is real, it renders the demand for proofs and tokens unnecessary. This is
the force of what Jesus said in reply, 'Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God'.
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All this has something very telling to teach us about the work of the kingdom God.
The temptation to have 'trust in God' express itself in doing and of daring something
unusual for God, something brilliant and spectacular, something that will cause a stir, is
often very real, and it betrays fear rather than faith. It is an evidence of insecurity and
uncertainty, rather than calm unshakeable trust in God. This is what is often at the root
of much abortive activity in the work of the gospel. When will we learn that activity is
not necessarily a sign of grace? The apostolic prescription for forward movement was
"We will give ourselves continually to prayer and to the ministry of the word". One
would have thought that this was a sufficiently clear and unambiguous directive to
follow without hesitation, but apparently not: any expedient is good enough as an
excuse and a substitute for this calling and the Church spares no pains to contract out of
the down-to-earth, hard grind and discipline that it would involve. It is not, of course,
spectacular, it does not stir the emotions or titillate the palate; and so it is at a discount.
And the Church then wonders why its multifarious activities are so abortive.
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Let us look one more time at this third temptation before going on. The appeal to
the spectacular is a very subtle one, and needs to be examined with some care to see
what lies at its root. The idea that was suggested to Jesus was that 'miraculous works,
dazzling, overwhelming, dumb foundering, are the basis on which the kingdom of God
can be built. Overpower the senses of men, and you will win their souls for God. This
was for Jesus radically false, and it contained a temptation which He steadily resisted.
He never worked a miracle of ostentation or display...." (Denney). But it is true that
some of His miracles were taken like this. And here is the point: true faith was never
produced by them (cf John 2:23 - the kind of faith produced by the miracles was one
that Jesus questioned, and repudiated). One thinks in this connection of the rich man's
appeal (in the parable in Luke 16:27 ff) to Father Abraham for a spectacular
manifestation that would convince his brethren. But Father Abraham said, 'No; they
have the Word; if that does not convince them, nothing will'. Denney adds: "The trust of
the Church in 'other things' is really a distrust of the truth, an unwillingness to believe
that its power lies in itself, a desire to have something more irresistible than truth to
plead truth's cause; and all these are modes of atheism....What the evangelist calls 'the
word' -the spiritual truth, the message of the Father and of His kingdom - spoken in the
Spirit and enforced by the Spirit, told by faith and heard by faith - is our only real
resource, and we must not be ashamed of its simplicity." Ah, the temptation to take
lower ground than this is a very real one. God give us all grace to believe, quite simply
and fervently, that there is nothing more irresistible than truth in pleading the cause of
truth!
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We look now at the outcome of the temptations. Luke uses a phrase in 14, 'in the
power of the Spirit' which stands over against 'being full of the Holy Ghost' in 1, and
seems to require some comment. G. Campbell Morgan helpfully says, "Between the
condition prior to temptation and that following it, there is a distinction and a difference.
It is that which exists between the plenitude of the Spirit and the power of the Spirit. The
plenitude of the Spirit is the result and evidence of holiness of character, and is in itself
capacity and sufficiency for service. The power of the Spirit is the consciousness which
is born of victories won, and triumphs achieved. He entered upon temptation full of the
Spirit, that is to say, in possession of all power necessary for the fulfilment of His work.
But power bestowed becomes truly powerful when it has been tested through the
process of temptation. What is seen in perfection in Christ, is a lesson that men do well
to lay to heart. Fulness of the Spirit becomes the power of the Spirit, through process of
testing. Herein is revealed the value of the trials and temptations that beset the pathway
of the Christian worker. In the experience of all those who know anything of what it is to
follow in the footsteps of the Lord in God-appointed service, the power of the Spirit is
never realised save through some wilderness of personal conflict with the foe. From
such experience entered upon in the fullness of the Spirit, men go out either broken and
incapable of service, or with the tread and force of conscious power; in which way,
depends upon the attitude in which the enemy is met. If in the spirit of self-
complacency, then the devil is invariably the victor. If in the spirit of resolute
abandonment to, and abiding in, the will of God, the foe is routed, and consciousness of
power is the inevitable sequence."
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We come in these verses to the beginning of our Lord's public ministry. It would
seem that Luke is intent on indicating that the key to understanding here lies in the
statement made in 14 about Christ's return in the power of the Spirit to Galilee, and that,
so far as he is concerned, the significance of this incident in the synagogue in Nazareth
lies in its association with the Temptation experience, and what preceded it, i.e. the
consecration at the river Jordan. Indeed, there were echoes throughout the whole
passage of the earlier incidents, and it may be that we are meant to see the integral link
between them, e.g., the Spirit came upon Christ at Baptism: the Tempter sought to
sidetrack Him from His messianic vocation of suffering, but failed: the Spirit's seal was
therefore upon our Lord, and therefore, in very reality, He could say, "The Spirit of the
Lord is upon me" (18), in the solemn consciousness that He had proved this reality in the
wilderness temptation. Also in the wilderness, He had refused to be sidetracked from the
messianic vocation of suffering, and here, He uses words from the Old Testament which
Isaiah originally spoke of the suffering servant of the Lord. And the point is this: Jesus
could be 'the Lord's anointed' in the sense of Isaiah's words, and do these things -preach
the gospel to the poor, heal the broken hearted, preach deliverance to the captive, only
by virtue of the fact that He had refused the easier way of Messiahship without a cross in
the Temptation experience, and had accepted in principle the discipline of death for the
fulfilment of His calling to be the Saviour of the world. As Paul puts it in Phil 2, He was
given a name that is above every name because of His obedience unto death.
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There are other echoes, too, in this passage, of the Temptation incident. The first
temptation had been to bring in the kingdom by turning stones into bread. And here,
Jesus very clearly indicates that man shall not live by bread alone, in His words about
what He had come to do (18). The second temptation had quoted from Psalm 2, 'Ask of
Me, and | will give thee the heathen for thine inheritance... Here, in the reference to the
blessing of God going outwith Israel to the Gentiles (25-27), Jesus speaks of how His
gospel will reach beyond the confines of the covenant people to the heathen of the
world. Not in Satan's way, but in the way of God, would the uttermost parts of the earth
become His possession! The third temptation had spoken of God's miraculous
preservation (Ps 91:11, 12) -a perverted use of Scripture by the devil. But in the event,
when the scribes and Pharisees reacted so violently against Him preaching and
teaching, and drove Him out and would have cast Him down headlong from the brow
of the hill outwith the city, this promise was fulfilled, and God did miraculously preserve
Him from evil, and His angels delivered Him from the fury of His enemies. The false
alternatives of Satan are therefore replaced here by the true. Truth and reality always
prevail when we are prepared to say and stand by what Jesus said and stood by: 'It is
written'. To live by the word of God is to find life and peace, and righteousness and
power!
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It does not require much imagination to picture the scene in the synagogue that
Sabbath day: It was their usual Sabbath worship, with the usual procedure that had gone
on week after week down the years; but the sleepy routine was suddenly interrupted and
galvanised by the Man they knew so well, from among themselves ('Is not this Joseph's
son?"), standing up to read the Scriptures. One can sense the electrical hush that came
upon the place, as they realised that here was something different, something they had
so rarely known. It was as if God Himself had come into their midst - as indeed He had!
- a moment of moments, fraught with destiny, as well-known, often-read words
suddenly became vibrant and indeed incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth as He read them.
From being for so long no more than a pious religious aspiration, they suddenly became
alive and wonderfully real and vital, as He told them that 'this day is this Scripture
fulfilled in your ears'. The prophecy which found fulfilment that day was one in which
"in the original the Prophet puts into the mouth of Jehovah's ideal Servant a gracious
message to those in captivity, promising them release and a return to the restored
Jerusalem, the joy of which is compared to the joy of the year of jubilee. It is obvious
that both figures, the return from exile and the release at the jubilee, admirably express
Christ's work of redemption" (Plummer). The beauty of the words in 18 serves to
underline and emphasise that His message - the gospel -- is essentially one of good
news, and therefore 'acceptable' (19). The fact that it was not accepted by so many of
those who heard it is not a reflection upon the gospel but upon them. They admired, but
they did not receive His testimony (22).
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The wonder (22) with which the Jews at first heard Jesus' words and testimony
quickly turned to opposition and violence. Thus early, our Lord is seen to be a divider of
men, who came not to send peace but a sword. At first reading this would seem to be a
truly extraordinary reaction in face of such an announcement and proclamation of good
news; but it is in fact in keeping with the whole testimony of the New Testament. The
gospel is a disturbing force, and it touches men somewhere in the raw - in this case the
Jews' hide-bound prejudice and exclusiveness vis-a-vis the Gentiles. One thinks of
Paul's experience in Acts 22:21, where the Jews were quite prepared to listen to his
testimony until he mentioned the Gentiles. Jesus' words in 25-27 have an impressive
prophetic ring about them, for they describe what in fact proved to be so true of the Jews
as a people, not only in Biblical times, but down the ages until now. John sums it up
well in the Prologue to his gospel (1:11): "He came unto his own, and his own received
him not". One wonders, however, whether the real heart of this opposition shown here
lies in the fact that they failed to recognize Who Jesus was. 'ls not this Joseph's son?',
they asked. This was purely an earth-bound view of Him; faith must surely have seen
that anyone making such a claim as He did - that the Scripture just read had been
fulfilled in HIs reading of it - could only be the Messiah Himself, and the Son of God. It
was this that made them stumble and, stumbling, react as they did, in bitter hostility
against Him. They did not see the truth; they would not see it, because 'seeing' it would
have proved too costly and caused too great an upheaval in their lives. As we say, there
are none so blind as those that will not see.
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In this passage we now see the message of good tidings that Jesus had proclaimed
in the synagogue unfolded and exemplified in the incidents that took place in
Capernaum. It is as if Luke, after recording that earlier scene in Nazareth, were now
saying to us, 'For example...this!' This section of the gospel can be studied in different
ways. On the one hand, we could look at it as a description of the meaning of the
Sabbath. For what happened in it all took place on the Sabbath Day. We may surely find
a significance in this. It tells us that this is what a Sabbath should be like, what, in fact,
the Sabbath was designed and ordained of God to be - a day of blessing, renewal,
refreshment, a day of the right hand of the Most High. We see the power of God at work
in the synagogue in the morning; in a private home in the afternoon; and in the streets
and the open air in the evening. We should notice the words used by his audience to
describe the nature of his work - 'with authority and power' (36). Exactly! In this
connection let us remember that Luke, in common with the other gospel writers, is
writing from the standpoint of the resurrection and victory of Christ, looking back and
viewing all from the standpoint of the kingship and lordship of Christ. He is interpreting
and explaining how it was that Christ could do these things, and on what basis. This
opens up what could be called the 'doctrine' of miracles, and we shall need to say
something about this in the Notes that follow.
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The significance of the miracles that Jesus wrought is, in the first instance, that they
stand in the record as a testimony to the fact that 'miracle' is what the whole story of the
gospel is about. It is the story of God's miraculous intervention in the human situation.
But more: if we think of Jesus as having come as the King of the kingdom He
proclaimed, then the miracles may be regarded as the credentials of the King Who had
come from God, the evidence that His claim to kingship was not an idle one.
Considered thus, the miracles and signs assume a notable significance as proving that
He was the promised King and the fulfilment of the age-long hopes and yearnings of the
Old Testament. The New Testament Church had a great clarion call in its preaching and
testimony - 'Jesus is Lord', and it is this that the gospel writers are concerned to
communicate to their readers, and this their purpose in recording the miracles. Thus we
see His Lordship manifested and exercised over nature and the elements, over disease,
devils and death. They demonstrate His absolute authority in all these realms. Nor is this
all, either. The miracles are evidences and tokens of the new order that Christ came to
inaugurate. The kingdom has come, albeit only in its first-fruits as yet, and we await its
glorious consummation. The miracles have a forward look. C.S. Lewis illustrates this
point well when he likens them to the snowdrops that appear in the early months of the
year. They are the harbingers of spring. There may be storms still to come, and the
weather bleak and desolate; but the tokens of spring have been seen, and it is sure to
come. So the miracles tell us that grace has decisively breached this weary, sinsick
world of ours, and that a new day is about to dawn. In these works of His power man
has been privileged, so to speak, to have a brief glance at the last chapter of the story, to
see how it all ends. In this sense, the words of the well known hymn are particularly
applicable: "Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord".
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In the miracles mentioned in these verses there is another note, besides the
authority of Christ, ringing through them, which equally vital and characteristic of the
gospel, namely His compassion. The word itself, indeed, is not mentioned (Mark uses it
in his parallel passage (1:41)), but its reality can hardly be in question, as we may gather
particularly from 40, where loving hands were laid on every one of them. From which
we may gather that the Lordship of Christ is a compassionate one, and that the
compassion of Christ is a strong, vital, authoritative thing, with nothing maudlin or
sentimental about it. Nor should we miss the connection between the manifestation of
authority and compassion, on the one hand, and the life of prayer which our Lord lived.
In 42 we read that Jesus departed and went into a desert place - to pray. This was the
fountainhead of all the blessing that gladdened hearts and homes in Capernaum in these
days. The lesson for us is simple and plain. It is prayer that releases the authority and
compassion of God upon men's lives. If we want to see the power of God manifest in
our day, and the compassionate touch of the Saviour's hand upon broken lives around
us, we must be much in prayer to God, for in no other way will this be. It is when we
ask how many, or how few, prayer meetings there are throughout the Church, and how
many, or how few, people attend them, that we come upon the reason why the Church
is so barren of life and power and authority. A prayerless Church is a Church that is
dead.
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One commentator points out that a clear and definite section of Luke's record
begins at this point, reaching to 6:11, in which a possibly intentional symmetry is
indicated, as follows: The call of a leading disciple (Peter), 1-11, followed by two
healings (12-16 and 17-26), which provoke controversy; then, the call of another
disciple (Levi), 27-39, followed by two Sabbath incidents (6:1-5, 6-11), which again
provoke controversy. This is an interesting structure, and helpful in showing us the
'build-up' of opposition to our Lord's ministry which finally led to the dark and ugly
plotting to destroy Him. As to the call of Peter, Calvin regards this passage as being the
first, initial call of Peter and the others to discipleship. But this raises real problems; it is
certainly the first mention of Peter in Luke's gospel up to this point; but we must
remember John's gospel with its emphasis on a Judaean ministry of Jesus a year before
that recorded by the Synoptic writers, Matthew, Mark and Luke, and in which Peter was
already called by Jesus (John 1:42). There, also, a promise was made - 'Thou shalt be
called Cephas...a stone' - as here, '...from henceforth thou shalt catch men'. And this
episode was one of the ways in which the other was helped towards its fulfilment. We
shall think further of the disciples' call in tomorrow's Note.
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A comparison of the various passages in the gospels which deal with our Lord's
summons to the disciples seems to indicate that it was during Jesus' Judaean ministry
(recorded in John, chapters 1-4) that Andrew and Peter, in all probability John, and
possibly James also, were called to discipleship. This, it would appear, was a call to
personal allegiance - their 'conversion' experience, so to speak, which involved
association with Jesus, and fellowship with Him, but not in any way that interrupted
their daily duty and calling. Then at a later stage, came the call, recorded in Matt 4:18-
22 and Mark 1:16-20 (which may or may not be identified with the incident recorded in
this passage in Luke), by which they forsook their nets and followed Jesus - in other
words, not so much a call to discipleship as a call to service. Some think that this was
also more or less intermittent, and that here, in Luke 5, there was a further 'call', which
severed them completely from their secular employment. Then, in Mark 3:13 ff, we are
told of their appointment as apostles, and in Matthew 10:1 ff, their commissioning and
sending forth in the gospel and the work of the kingdom. Finally, there was the
anointing at Pentecost, and their use of the keys of the kingdom. Thus, in the making of
the disciples there were several stages, and their development in that calling was
gradual, as they were led on stage by stage, until they 'qualified' in the fulness of the
time. They were pupils in the school of Christ. More of this in tomorrow's Note.
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There are two things that need to be distinguished in the matter of the disciples'
calling. On the one hand, it seems clear that they were led on into ever-deepening
levels of spiritual experience by our Lord. This is something that necessarily happens to
all who go on with Him. On the other hand, however, we must beware of thinking that
a call to service implies a deeper level of consecration than that involved in
discipleship. There is only one level of consecration permitted for believers, and that is
expressed in Romans 12: 1, 2. Also, we must in this connection take care that we know
what we mean by the phrase 'full-time service'. All service for Christ must be 'full-time';
there is no such thing as 'part-time' service in the kingdom of God, in this sense, that
one cannot be a Christian for just part of the time, for this is a denial of the very nature
of discipleship. The Christian in industry or in the professions is just as much in full-time
service as the minister or missionary. What we often mean by 'full-time' service would
be better called special or specific service. All are called to full-time discipleship, but
not all are called to give up their secular employment in the fulfilment of it. Not all are
called to preach, for example, for preaching is a specific and special activity that only
some are called to and required for. But every disciple may nevertheless be a 'fisher of
men', that is, they may learn to win others to Christ. The positive, definite, distinct work
of introducing others to Christ is what the Church exists for; and it implies two things:
first of all, the man who fulfils this vocation must himself know Christ as his Saviour and
Redeemer. We cannot-introduce anyone to a Jesus we do not know ourselves; secondly,
the 'others' we seek to introduce to Him are really 'outside' until they are brought 'in'.
They really need to be 'caught', and saved; and if they are not, they will be lost. This
should make it clear that there is an eternal difference between being 'caught' and 'not
caught' in the net of the gospel.
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Some think, as indicated in the last Note but one, that the call mentioned here was
what finally severed the disciples from their nets and their secular employment. This
may well be. If so, the incident has a profound point to make. It may be that they had
not fully appreciated the implications of His call as being the complete forsaking of their
nets, or that while realising this well enough, they had felt the pull of their old ways too
strong for them, and had gone back to them. If so, then the command to launch out into
the deep, and the huge catch of fish that followed, was meant to teach them that work
done at His command, and in obedience to Him was work that was supremely
worthwhile; and that when He called them to follow Him as disciples, nothing half-
hearted would do. It required absolute and unquestioning obedience to Him, and a total
commitment of themselves. It meant, in fact, to launch out into the deep in a spiritual
sense also. Perhaps this is the point of Peter's confession on 8. Did he realise that his
commitment to Christ had-been all too partial and superficial, that he had only been
playing at discipleship up to that point? It is not arbitrary to 'spiritualise' in this way, for
Jesus Himself did so, in this incident, passing from fishing in the sea to 'fishing for men';
nor must we hesitate to make the transition. There are deeps - and there are shallows -
in the spiritual life, and it makes all the difference in the world to the work of the
kingdom whether we launch out into the one, or remain content to be in the other.
More of this in tomorrow's Note.

© 2005-6 Rev Dr W J U Philip



83)

James Philip Bible Readings in Luke (1978/79) 87 5:1-11

5:0-11

The call to Christian consecration, to true discipleship, then, is a call to cast off
from shore, to leave the shallows for the deeps. There are different kinds of shallows in
spiritual life. There are mental shallows, in which many are content with a superficial
understanding of the gospel. They will not go deeply into the mysteries of the Word.
They live on their emotions, on fits and starts and moods, but seldom exercise their
minds in understanding God's Word. In so doing, they are disobeying that Word, which
tells us clearly that we are to love the Lord our God with all our minds, as well as with
all our heart. Half the problems that beset the lives of Christians would be solved almost
overnight if they were prepared to think intelligently about them, instead of reacting
emotionally to them.

Then, there are the moral shallows. There are those who fail, or refuse, to let the
great, deep doctrines of the Word touch them at the heart and root of their being. They
have been content with a superficial transformation, a cleaning up of the outside of their
lives. But salvation is a moral transformation within, in the deep places of the being; and
when the discipline of the Word has not been allowed to do its work there, a man is
living in moral shallows, and he remains, from the spiritual point of view, stunted.

And there are the spiritual shallows. When a man is living mentally and morally in
the shallows, his spiritual life is inevitably going to be poverty-stricken in every way - it
will be dwarfed, stunted, empty and nondescript. Babes in Christ when we should be
men - is not this the charge that can so often be laid against us in the Christian Church?
Christ wants us to get clear of the shallows; He demands all that there is of us, body,
mind, heart, soul, and all else. When He has less than this, this much will be true of us:
however genuine our interest in the work of the kingdom, our lives will never tell for
God, and our witness will never be effective.
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In the parallel account of this incident, Matthew in his gospel places it immediately
following the Sermon on the Mount (8:1-4), and this serves to underline from whence
the leper's conviction came as to Christ's power to help Him. With him, faith came by
hearing (cf Romans 10:17). Luke does not indicate this, but at all events he does show a
man with a great confidence in Jesus' power to help him. Nor was that confidence
misplaced: it was confirmed in the word of sovereign authority which Jesus spoke to
him: "I will: be thou clean". The faith that was in his heart found an immediate response
in the Son of God, and the miracle was done. But we must notice that there was an "if'
in the leper's approach to the Saviour. 'If Thou wilt, Thou canst cleanse me'. There was
no doubt as to His power to do so; that was clear to him from all he had heard of, and
from the lips of, Jesus. But there was a doubt as to His willingness. "It does not follow",
he thought, "that although He is able, He will be also willing to help me". Why is this?
We can scarcely say that though the power of Christ shone through His preaching, His
compassion failed to do so to the same extent. The conclusion we must come to is this:
a dreary sense of utter helplessness and despair, born of long years of isolation,
ostracism and loneliness, must have bred in him such a spirit of hopelessness that he
doubted whether Christ, mighty as He was, could even want to have anything to do with
him. "Could even a loving God care for such as 12", he must have thought. It was surely
this that kindled and called forth the compassion of Christ, and made Him assure the
man immediately that He would cleanse him.
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It is this compassion that explains the touch of Christ's hand upon the leper (13). It
was not the touch that cleansed him; it was Christ's word, 'l will! be thou cleansed' that
cleansed him. The touch was not needed for the cleansing: what it did was to assure the
man of the care and love of God. It was God saying to him, "Yes, | do have a care for
such as you". As the hymn puts it,

None too vile or loathsome
For a Saviour's grace.

The man had been an outsider for years. He had almost forgotten what the touch of
a human hand felt like. He had walked alone and in a terrible isolation. And the touch
was Christ's discernment of the comfort and assurance the man needed that the long
loneliness was now over. It was his reinstatement into humanity, his welcome back into
, human fellowship, a touch that told the poor outcast that he mattered to God.

The illustration this lovely story gives us of the spiritual realities of the gospel can
hardly be in doubt. What Jesus did here - the touch He gave to the leper - is simply a
parable of His Incarnation, in which He came in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin,
taking our sinful flesh, identifying Himself with it, touching it, yet not being defiled, in
order to take its defilement away. And in the word He spoke we have a parable of the
mighty, saving, cleansing word that He speaks to men today in the gospel, in Word and
Sacrament. We could hardly find a more moving -or more accurate - description of the
good news of the gospel than in these words of Jesus: "l will: be thou clean"!
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5:16-26

There are several important lessons to be learned from the story of the man sick of
the palsy, the first of which has to do with the man's friends, who brought him to Jesus.
Taken at its simplest, what they teach us is to take our needy friends to where Jesus is to
be found. Well, do we? Consider what happened: it does not say they asked Jesus to
heal him. Presumably it was for healing that they brought him, although who shall say
they did not also discern his deeper need, as Jesus certainly did? Now, we may say that
the heart of the gospel is the word of forgiveness, and this is the word Jesus spoke to
him; and the important thing we need to note is that it was when Jesus saw their faith
that He spoke to the man the word of forgiveness. It is faith that calls forth that word
from the Son of God, and it is when faith is present that He does speak it. Furthermore,
their faith prevailed for him. This is the principle of vicarious faith - faith for those who
do not have faith for themselves, who cannot exercise faith on their own behalf. This
man literally and physically could not come by himself to Jesus, and there is no
evidence in the story that he was capable of exercising faith for himself. The word Christ
spoke to him created faith in his heart, and enabled him to appropriate forgiveness and
wholeness. More: these men overcame all sorts of difficulties and obstacles in order to
bring their friend to Jesus, and this persistence was a proof of the validity of their faith.
Sometimes it is difficult to get through to Jesus; yet these men were not discouraged:
they persevered, and won through. Here is a lesson for us, indeed! - to be put on our
mettle by difficulties and impossibilities, hazards and hindrances, and to press on
regardless, refusing to take No for an answer from the circumstances around us.
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The heart of the story, of course, is the man himself, and what happened to him.
And the first thing we see in this regard is that he had more wrong with him than palsy.
The palsy of sin was on his soul, and Christ went unerringly to the root of his problem.
And when we bring others to Christ with their needs - or come to Him ourselves with
our own - we must be prepared for the all-wise Physician to probe more deeply than we
often care about, for He is more concerned to get to the root of our problems than to
cure their symptoms. What we think is the matter with us, and what He thinks is the
matter with us may be two very different things. This is why Jesus pronounced
forgiveness upon him, before healing his sickness. In this regard we should remember
that there is an integral relation between sickness and sin, in a number of ways. Some
sickness is 'psycho-somatic', that is, something in the mind or soul can produce physical
symptoms that are quite incontrovertible and genuine. Then, sickness can sometimes be
a direct medical consequence of some sin (a drunkard can literally drink himself to
death by doing irreparable harm to his liver). Then, sickness can be a direct
chastisement from God (cf 1 Cor 11:30). But, having said these things, we must beware
of making unwarranted assumptions about sickness, and assume that all sickness can be
explained in these ways. Not so: true, it is the presence of the tragedy of sin in the world
that lies behind all sickness, but there are countless innocent sufferers in the world (not
indeed but that they are sinful, for all have sinned) of whom it cannot be said that
sickness for them has been caused by their own sin. We must beware of being like Job's
comforters.
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5:16-26

We must pay close attention to the question Jesus asked the Pharisees in 23. The
question was not which was easier to do, forgive or heal; for forgiveness (which is
eternal) is a greater miracle than healing palsy (which is temporal). The question was
which was easier to say. And what Jesus meant was this: "You think it would be easier to
say, 'Your sins be forgiven' than to say 'arise and walk', for the first statement is
incapable of proof or disproof, and therefore any one could say is, without much fear of
proving an imposter; whereas, if you said, 'Arise and walk' and the man did not do it,
you would be proved an imposter. Therefore, to prove that My word is valid in the
unseen realm as it is in the seen, | will heal him too, as a proof that | have power also to
forgive sins". Thus, the miracle in the visible realm (healing) was the evidence and proof
of the greater miracle in the unseen, invisible realm, and its sign and seal.

We see, then, that for Jesus the central and all-important issue was forgiveness:
"The Son of man hath power on earth to forgive sins' - this is the glory of the gospel. This
is the heart of all -not miracle in the physical realm, but in the spiritual. This is the
deepest need, the crying, desperate need of humanity. Our problem is not
psychological, emotional, but spiritual. It is not a problem of disorientation or of
alienation fundamentally considered, but a problem of sin; and our need is not primarily
or fundamentally for adjustment or integration, or any of the other popular words in use
today: our need is for forgiveness. We need to know the forgiveness of sin. This is the
true healing.
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5:27-32

The call of Levi (Matthew) gives another instance of the greater kind of miracle,
that in the moral and spiritual realm. This is, indeed, Christ's real work, as He Himself
indicates in 32, 'l came...to call sinners to repentance'. Levi was a tax gatherer, and it is
clear from the gospels how deeply such people were held in contempt and distaste by
the people. The system of tax collection was such that an unscrupulous man could
extort a great deal of money from his luckless countrymen - and many did. They were
therefore a despised and hated class of men, and by none more so than the Pharisees, in
whose eyes they were flagrant, obvious sinners, and outcasts of the people. This is the
kind of man Jesus called to discipleship on this occasion. Interestingly, Matthew's own
account of his conversion is couched in different language from Luke's or Mark's. Luke
says 'He saw a publican....' Mark says, 'He saw Levi....' But Matthew says, 'He saw a
man, named Matthew...." Essentially, all say the same about him; but Matthew himself
records a wonderfully illuminating fact. It is as if he were say-, ing to us: "When men
looked on me, they say the v tax-gatherer, the sinner, the member of the despised class;
but when Jesus looked on me, He saw a man -a man with a soul, a man in need, a man
made in the image of God, capable of being made - re-made -into a life with meaning
and purpose, capable of being recalled to the dignity of true personality. Can you
imagine what that meant to me", cries Matthew? "Do you wonder that I left all, to follow
Him?" This is the simple truth of the matter; for Levi was called out of that cold, dark,
lonely life of isolation, into fellowship with the Son of God.
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5:27-32

Levi's response to Jesus was immediate and decisive. He left all, rose up, and
followed Him (28). He entered into life. And the evidence of that new life was not long
in showing itself. When we enter into life, there are some things we will want to do. We
will want, like Levi, to share this glorious experience with others. We will want our
friends to meet this glorious Saviour. Levi gave a feast (he had something to celebrate,
after all), at which Jesus was the honoured guest, and to which a great company of tax
gatherers and others were invited. That was one evidence of his conversion. Another, as
we know, was that he wrote a book, the gospel that bears his name - that is to say, his
talents, such as they were, were laid at the disposal of Christ. Not many of us may have
talents in this direction, but we all have differing gifts and abilities, and these may be put
at Christ's disposal for the gospel's sake, and - when the experience of grace is genuine -
will be.

The criticism that Jesus' attitude towards Levi evoked in the Pharisees was marked
and significant. It is true that the situation was rapidly becoming such that everything He
did was liable to be frowned upon and condemned; but there was in fact a question of
Jewish law involved here. The tax gatherers had, by their occupation, associating
themselves with the Roman government, put themselves outside the law. They were
'sinners' in this sense particularly; and therefore to associate oneself with them, above
all to eat with them, was to defile oneself. But Jesus tells them that this is precisely what
He can come to do, to heal the sick, and those who had by their lives put themselves
outside the law were most patently the sick. That was why He sat with them. You
cannot do this 'by proxy'; communicating the gospel, to men necessarily involves
communicating with them!
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5:33-39

These verses record three parabolic illustrations given by Jesus in answer to
criticisms made of Him by the Pharisees. We need to look at them - and we shall
understand them best - in relation to what precedes them, viz., the conversion of Levi,
and the feast which he gave in celebration of it. The scribes and Pharisees uttered their
criticism of Jesus' disciples because of their -and His - participation in Levi's feast, and
our Lord's reply was surely significant in this light. For Levi's conversion was the
marriage of a soul with the Saviour, and this is what they were in fact celebrating. If
there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner that repenteth, it cannot
be out of place for such joy to be expressed on earth also! "Rejoice with me", says the
Shepherd, "for | have found my sheep that was lost". The illustrations about the garments
and the wine have the same kind of force: the nature of what had happened to Levi is
well expressed in them. The miracle of regeneration, of newness of life, had taken place,
and he was a new creation. It was not a matter of patching up old clothes, or using old
bottles; he had received a change of raiment altogether. Christ did not come to patch up
our broken, torn lives; He came to make us new men. He had not come to call Levi to a
better way of living, but to an altogether different way of living. Our Lord's final word, in
39 has its own peculiar force. The previous illustrations show how impossible it is to
link the new spirit of the gospel with the worn out forms of Judaism; but this word shows
how natural it is for those who have been nurtured in the old to prefer it (in their
blindness) to the new - and, indeed, how much easier it is for someone not hidebound
by old and hoary tradition (like the scribes and Pharisees) to respond to the new
message.
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6:1-5

The underlying conflict with the scribes and Pharisees continues in these verses. It
is clear that they had not understood what Jesus meant in the illustrations He gave in
5:32-39, for here again they turned critically, as they did concerning the question of the
disciples not fasting, to the question of their not keeping the Sabbath. And Christ's
attitude exemplifies once more the new wine bursting the old bottles. The dynamic of
the new thing He had brought was too great for the old legalism. But there are problems
for us here, and it is possible for us to misinterpret and misunderstand what is being
said. Clearly, it was the Sabbath commandment that the Pharisees regarded Jesus and
His disciples to have broken, and the question for us is: What does Jesus reply to this
charge? Is He saying that this commandment is now abrogated by His coming, and that
it is possible now to think differently about Sabbath observance? This is where the
confusions lie, and it is needful for us to spend some time examining the whole question
of the relation between law and grace.
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6:1-5

Consider first of all Jesus' reply to his critics. He reminds them of the story of
David, and what he did (1 Sam 21:6) in old time. The comparison is not what David did
on the Sabbath, but what he did when he was hungry - i.e., Jesus implies that it was
hunger that made the disciples do what they did, walking through the cornfields. Nor is
Jesus saying that the fact of their hunger entitled them to break the law on this occasion:
what they did was, to be sure, a violation of the letter of tradition (i.e. of the Pharisaic
interpretation of the law). David, for the same reason of hunger, did the same thing as
the disciples; and if it was not wrong for David, in a big matter, with holy, consecrated
bread involved, it could hardly be wrong for the disciples in a trifling matter like pulling
ears of corn. Jesus' teaching here is that it cannot be wrong to meet real human need on
the Sabbath, even if doing so seems to violate cherished traditions, for hunger is as real
on the Sabbath as it is on any other day. The law of the Sabbath was not given to restrict
or encumber the true needs of humanity, but only to restrict men's sinful propensities.
The Sabbath was made for man, as a help, inspiration and blessing, not a bondage.
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6:1-5

There are some very major and fundamental issues underlying this whole debate.
What had happened in our Lord's time - indeed for generations leading up to that time -
was that the glorious doctrines of grace in the Old Testament had been petrified into
New Testament legalism. It is a total misunderstanding of the Old Testament to suppose
that its emphasis is law, where as that of the New Testament is grace. The truth of the
matter is that the Old Testament is full of grace, and that the law therein is an expression
of it. It is not a question of the law saying 'This do, and thou shalt live', but of God
saying, 'l have redeemed thee, therefore do this, as those that have been redeemed'. It is
this that the Pharisees had so utterly distorted, and it was this distortion that Jesus so
roundly challenged. In other words, our Lord disentangled truth from error. On the one
hand, He challenged the false legalism; on the other, He exalted the true meaning, and
purpose, of law, and in so doing, made an absolute distinction between law and
legalism. It is this distinction that enables us to understand the emphasis the New
Testament makes on keeping the commandments (cf John 14:21, 15:10ff; 1 Thess 4:2; 1
John 2:3ff) and to see that this is a matter of evangelical obedience, not legalism; as
something entirely gracious, and therefore liberating.
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6:1-5

As to the Sabbath command ment itself, two further points will suffice for the
moment. One is that the Sabbath idea belongs to the creation ordinances enunciated in
Genesis 2, and by a very long while antedates the law as given in Exodus 20. This
means that it is an integral part of man's essential being, just as marriage (Gen 2:20) and
labour (Gen 2:15) are. These are unchanging ordinances, and therefore cannot be
thought of as being superceded with the passing of the old economy and the coming of
the new. Neither the gospel nor any other consideration affects the concept of law in
this sense: it is enduring, and eternal. The second point is that there is a great need in
the Church today to bear witness to the true meaning and purpose of the Sabbath, to
press in to its true blessings, to faith's unclaimed inheritance. There is far far more here
for God's people than many have realised, through lack of understanding, or fear of
legalism, or unwillingness to submit to the gracious sanctions of the divine law. All the
blessings of the everlasting covenant lie in store for those who keep the Sabbath holy as
God meant it to be, and fulfil it in spirit and in truth. For the Lord's Day is the day when
He specially meets with His people, to bless them and do them good. To sit lightly
to it, therefore, is to sit lightly to the Divine purpose for His people, and ultimately to
refuse His best.
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6:6-11

The story recorded in these verses affords a very good illustration of what was said
at the end of yesterday's Note about the blessings of the Sabbath.
healing the man with the withered hand shows clearly that to take the opportunity to
heal and bless men not only did not transgress the law of the Sabbath, but in fact
fulfilled it, and made it what it was always the divine intention that it should be. This is

Our Lord's action in

the point of Jesus' question in 9, and what He said also serves to expose the ugliness of
the Pharisees' attitude. At the very moment Jesus was asking the man to stretch out his
hand for healing, they were planning and plotting to trap and destroy Him, in their
madness, rage and hatred. And Christ, comparing His own desire to heal with their
murderous hate, said, "Is it lawful...to save life or to destroy it?" Put like this, the
terrifying 'badness' of these religious men stands out starkly and provides a grim warning
of the dangers inherent in a legalism that takes over in men's hearts and minds. Itisa
terrible blasphemy against true and undefiled religion, and our Lord always challenged
it in the severest possible terms. The strictest observance of Sabbath rules and
regulations is all in vain, if men's hearts secretly harbour unhallowed and bitter things.
The truly damning thing about Pharisaism - then and now - is that it robs men ultimately
of humanity. The man with the withered hand did not come into their thinking at all, far
less their compassion. His need was obscured and eclipsed by their 'rules'.
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6:6-11

As to the miracle itself, we may see in it, riot only an evidence of Christ's Lordship
over sickness and disease, authenticating His claim to Messiahship, but also a parable of
grace, illustrating the operation of the power and mercy of God on the soul. When we
lay this passage alongside Paul's words in Ephes 2: Iff, with their graphic description of
man dead in trespasses and sins being brought to newness of life by God's word of
power in the gospel, we see the force of the comparison very clearly. To be a sinner
means to be unable to help oneself, just as the man with the withered hand was unable
to help himself; it means to be 'without strength' (Rom 5:6). It is this that is represented
to us in the man's withered hand: it was paralysed, and no will-power of his could
coerce it into movement. There was no life in it, and 'stretching
forth his hand' was the one thing he could not do. Christ's command to him to do so is
therefore a superb illustration of the sovereign grace of God in regeneration, in the
giving of life. For when He spoke, the creative Word went forth. Christ's command was
His enabling, and virtue, life-giving and prevailing, went forth with the word from His
lips, and communicated itself to the man. The healing was in the word of the Lord, and
in the spiritual miracle of regeneration the same thing happens:

He speaks, and, listening to His voice,
New life the dead receive.

Faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God. This is the word of
power that meets men in the preaching of the gospel.
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6:12-19

The appointment of the disciples to the apostleship recorded here needs to be
taken along with earlier references to discipleship (see Notes on 5:1-11, May 1-3, 1978
in the April Record, pp24ff). Here, we take note of the background of this appointment.
Luke indicates that it was in the context of the growing hostility of the Pharisees that
Jesus called them to be apostles. This should not be interpreted in negative, defensive
terms, as if to say that His message must be preserved at all costs, and the succession
secured, should anything happen to Him. Christ was never on the defensive: the
initiative was always His; and here, He was intent on carrying the war into the enemy's
camp. This bears a real lesson for us today. "When the enemy comes in like a flood, the
Spirit of the Lord raises a standard against him". In times of opposition, in times of crisis,
this is the Lord's answer: He gives gifts unto men, and sets in His Church some to be
apostles, some to be prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers. This is how
we should look at these appointments. It is the evidence of the inexorable, on-going
work of the gospel. He is always on the initiative to bless men; and what we read in 17-
19 serves to confirm this: multitudes of needy people came to Him, and He healed them
all. But not without cost: virtue, we are told, went out of Him; and it may be that Luke is
implying that this is how it would have to be with the apostles also. A price has to be
paid for spiritual fruitfulness.
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6:20-26

Having called the disciples to His service, Jesus next proceeds to unfold to them
the way of discipleship, and what was said about the cost and discipline of discipleship
at the end of yesterday's Note is now spelt out for us in detail. There are two preliminary
points that must be mentioned at the outset. The first is that it will be noticed that there
is a great similarity between the statements in the rest of the chapter and what we know
as the Sermon on the Mount, in Matt 5-7. What we have here is of course much shorter,
and it differs in several significant points from the other. The question that arises is
whether this is Luke's version of the Sermon on the Mount, or whether it is a separate
sermon. Opinion is divided among the scholars, some thinking one thing, and some the
other: and some think there is not enough conclusive evidence one way or the other to
decide on the matter. In point of fact, an answer to this problem is really immaterial for
our purposes. It is enough for us to see the similarity of context as between Matthew and
Luke, for both passages follow a call to the disciples and a response made by them. The
other point is this: these words are spoken to disciples; and discipleship is presupposed
by them. They are not spoken to the people at large. The people may have heard them,
but they were to understand that what was said applied to disciples only. Jesus' words
pre-suppose the acceptance of the message of the gospel (cf Matt 4:17-22), and entrance
into the life of discipleship.

© 2005-6 Rev Dr W J U Philip

James Philip Bible Readings in Luke (1978/79) 104 6:20-26

100) 6:20-26

It is worthwhile to look further at the second point made in yesterday's Note about
discipleship being presupposed in these verses. Consider, for example, Paul's teaching
in Romans 12:14, 17, 19, 20, 21. These verses are very similar to our Lord's teaching
here, and for Paul they represent the implications, the practical outworking, of the
gospel which he has unfolded in Romans 1-8. In all his epistles, we have first of all an
exposition of the truth of the gospel, and following this, the exhortation and command
to live in a certain fashion, to be a certain kind of people on the basis of that truth. And
so it is here, in our Lord's teaching. Furthermore, we should note the emphasis on ideas
of discipleship, as for example in 39, where He speaks of 'the blind leading the blind',
and 43, where He speaks of 'bearing fruit'. These link up with the earlier emphasis in
5:10, 'l will make you fishers of men'. In other words, what Jesus is saying is, "This is
what true 'fishers of men' will have to be like, and live like".

And the incentive to such service? The multitude around them at that point (17) —
all kinds of needy people. Living, vital discipleship is the only way for God to get
through to the needs of the world. Here, then, is the picture presented in these verses: a
mighty Christ, in the midst of human need, and the prospect of a living, vital Church in
the midst of it, becoming the channel of divine grace to men. This is the setting of our
Lord's words, and this is the background against which we need to understand the thrust
of the passage.
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There are different ways of expounding these statements, but the simple fact that
stands out is what the source of true blessedness really is, and with it, the source of
fruitfulness and effectiveness; for it is when Cod's servants are what they ought to be that
their lives will tell for the gospel. And that blessedness represents a complete reversal of
the world's values (as one commentator puts it). This is one of the points at which we
begin to think that Jesus' words here were spoken at a different time from those recorded
in Matthew, for where Matthew 'spiritualises' them - 'poor in spirit' - Luke records a
plain statement - 'blessed are the poor'. It is literal poverty, not poverty of spirit, that is in
view. But we must be careful not to misunderstand Jesus' words. It is not as though
poverty, hunger, or grief were in themselves blessed, or guarantees of blessedness. It is
to the faithful Christian that poverty, hunger, sorrow and unpopularity are real blessings.
The poverty, though literal and real, is a poverty occasioned and entailed by faithful
adherence to Jesus. To others, it could be mere sterile suffering, with no blessedness and
no significance. Some of the disciples had become poor by surrendering all to follow
Jesus. There need be no fanaticism involved in this kind of discipleship. Taking up the
cross and following Christ simply leads to this kind of poverty. The missionary who turns
his back on worldly and material advancement, the man who gives up a lucrative career
for the ministry - these are the parallels. The reversal of the world's values indeed! It is a
variation of the words 'the first shall be last and the last shall be first'. In the spiritual
world, the way up is down; you die to live, and reign by suffering. And, of course the
converse is also true, as the 'woes' in 24-26 make clear. These are the 'this worldly',
those whose eyes are on this world rather than on that to come. Jesus said, in another
place, "What shall it profit a man if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?"
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Here is a telling comment by the godly Bishop Ryle on these verses. It is worth our careful thought:
"One mighty lesson stands out plainly on the face of these verses. May we all lay it

to heart, and learn wisdom! That lesson is the utter contrariety between the mind of
Christ, and the common opinions of mankind, - the entire variance between the
thoughts of Jesus, and the prevailing thoughts of the world. The conditions of life which
the world reckons desirable are the very conditions upon which the Lord pronounces
'woes'. Poverty, and hunger, and sorrow, and persecution, are the very things which
man labours to avoid. Riches, and fulness, and merriment, and popularity, are precisely
the things which men are always struggling to attain. When we have said all, in the way
of qualifying, explaining, and limiting our Lord's words, there still remain two sweeping
assertions, which flatly contradict the current doctrine of mankind. The state of life
which our Lord blesses, the world cordially dislikes.  The people to whom our Lord
says, "Woe unto you", are the very people whom the world admires, praises, and
imitates. This is an awful fact. It ought to raise within us great searchings of heart."
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Another characteristic of the new life is love. One commentator observes: "The
Greek language has three words for love, which enable us to distinguish Christian love
(agape) from passionate devotion (eros) and warm affection (philia). Jesus did not tell His
disciples to fall in love with their enemies, or to feel for them as they felt for their
families and friends. Agape is a gracious, determined, and active interest in the true
welfare of others, which is not deterred even by hatred, cursing, and abuse, not limited
by calculation of deserts or results, based solely on the nature of God. Love does not
retaliate (27-31), seeks no reward (32-36), is not censorious (37, 38)." It must be
conceded that no word has been so devalued and adulterated as love. It is evident that
the misunderstanding that bedevilled so much thinking then - and this is as true today -
was to think of love in terms of natural attraction for people(32). But love is not natural
attraction, nor is it a feeling of generosity towards people, or being well-disposed
towards them. It is not a feeling at all, but an attitude. It is the confusion between
feeling and attitude that explains the perplexity many experience when faced with the
biblical command 'Thou shalt love...."How can one love like that, to order?, they ask.
But this is to confuse loving with liking. Liking cannot be commanded, because it is a
feeling. 'l like Beethoven, I do not like...." What is the basis of this? One appeals to me,
the other does not. In this realm, the liking is called forth by something in the other. And
one does not turn that on to order. But to love is different. It is the adoption of a certain
attitude towards people, at the command of God, without reference to anything in the
people themselves, and independently of them. It involves the adoption of a certain
attitude of thought and action towards them. And thought and action, as distinct from
feelings, can be controlled and turned on, to order! This is what it is to love!
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Our Lord underlines in these verses the relation between character and influence. It
is what we are in all this that will tell. It is only by the working out of basic Christian
character, the building up of true lives, that we will tell for Christ and His kingdom.
There is an inexorableness, almost, in what our Lord says here, in this regard. There can
be no possibility of 'pulling the wool over people's eyes' so far as this is concerned. We
simply have to be real, and anything less will surely be exposed: those we try to lead
will surely land in the ditch, our efforts at doing good (42) will be nullified by our own
need to be put right, and our fruitlessness will be manifest to all. In this realm, all forms
of unreality come to grief, and no one gets off. One thinks of the incident at the foot of
the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt 17:19) when the disciples were unable to help the
demon-possessed boy. When they asked Jesus "Why could not we cast him out?" Jesus
said it was because of their unbelief. Quite. But the reason for their unbelief was surely
that they had not as yet been made - indeed, had not as yet allowed themselves to be
made - into the right kind of men, men who could have faith to do this. It is what we are
that determines the worth of what we say or do in the service of the gospel.
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The final emphasis in the passage — another characteristic of the new life - is on
obedience. True faith expresses itself in obedience, and this alone authenticates faith.
The parable of the wise and foolish builders underlines in a very graphic way the thrust
of Jesus' words in 46 about the futility - and hypocrisy - of calling Jesus Lord without
doing the things He says. Hearing without doing is compared to building a house
without a proper foundation, and this is always fatal, for storms will come, undermining
it and finally bringing it down. For the full force of the illustration we need to look back
over the whole passage: not to commit oneself to a new lifestyle (20-26), not to love
(which means to show love) in the Spirit of Christ (27-38), not to allow the word of
Christ to shape and fashion true Christian character (39-45), not to obey (46) - this is to
build falsely and to court disaster. And, indeed, the parable applies in a twofold way - to
unbelievers, with eternal consequences of weal or woe, and also to believers who, as
Paul indicates in T Cor 3, may build gold, silver and precious stones, or wood, hay and
stubble. If the former, they will receive their reward; if the latter, they shall suffer loss.
Ah, life is earnest indeed, and we are, all of us, building in sorrow or building in joy.
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There is a sense in which the story of the Roman centurion provides another, if
indirect, comment on the nature of the discipleship which the past notes have been
emphasising, for its subject is faith, and it shows a faith that got things done, a faith that
worked, a faith that prevailed. This is the meaning of real discipleship. But - the story of
the centurion? Is it not rather the story of the healing of the centurion's servant? Ah, well,
it depends what we think is important here. To be true, the servant was healed, and that
healing was indeed a miracle; but there is something very much more important in this
story than the miracle of healing, and that something is the miracle of the centurion's
faith. This is the real heart of the passage. It was something that made Jesus marvel. And
our primary concern must be to consider what it was about the centurion's faith that so
impressed Jesus. It is the centurion and the Saviour that hold the centre of attention, not
the servant who was healed. There is a wonderful simplicity about the story, but there is
a real sense in which that simplicity is deceptive, for it is a great and profound statement
about some of the ultimate things of the Christian faith. This, we believe, will become
clear in the Notes that follow.
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Sometimes people say they do not wish to have anything to do with doctrine and
theology, that it obscures and makes difficult what is essentially simple, and that what is
needed is a straightforward, uncomplicated expression of faith such as we have in this
story. But, simple as it sounds, there is a whole theology involved in it, and this requires
to be made clear. When it is, the meaning of true faith, and the nature of our Lord's
saving work, and the secret of victory in the Christian life will become clear also.
Theology and doctrine are inevitably involved in a true understanding of the gospel and
of faith, and right interpretation - which is simply another name for theology — is
essential. To speak of a simple, untheological approach is in fact to put a wrong
interpretation upon it, and will therefore lead us astray.

There are three points in particular to be underlined, which together gather up the
message of the passage. The first relates to the centurion himself. The man was a
Gentile, a stranger to the covenant of promise. Yet Christ said of him that he had not
found so great faith, no not in Israel. It is impressive to realise that something good is
said about practically every centurion in the New Testament. This should teach us to
beware of too rigid an assessment of where to expect to find true believers. God
has His folk in some strange and unexpected places! Consider the testimony of the Jews
concerning him: "He is worthy for whom Thou shouldst do this". He was a good man.
He must have been a good man, for Jews to speak well of a Gentile! He was full of good
works, but it was not his works that earned him the attention of Jesus, and he was not
helped because he was worthy. In this connection, it is interesting to compare the Jews'
estimate of him with his own. "He is worthy", they said. "l am not worthy", he said. It
was not the fact that he was worthy, but the fact that he had faith, that brought the help
of Jesus.
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It was the centurion's faith, not his good works, that Jesus was impressed with. The
truth is, his faith was proved real by his works. There is a very positive note in the
testimony borne him. Those who knew him and rubbed shoulders with him day by day
were able to form definite impressions about him. And they certainly did not receive the
impression that his was a negative life: "He loveth our nation, and hath built us a
synagogue'. It is a great triumph when 'faith worketh through love'! This is the point at
which a testimony really tells for God, when those to whom we bear testimony realise
that we care for them, and love them! The other thing we need to note about him is that
his was a faith that moved the hand of God. He asked, and he received; he sought, and
he found; he knocked, and it was opened unto him. What was his secret? This brings us
to the second point in the story - this is really the central issue - his estimate of Christ. It
is certainly true that the central question in Scripture for faith is, "What think ye of
Christ?" "Whom do ye say that | am?" Two things emerge in the centurion's estimate of
Christ: one is that he perceived that Christ was One whose word was with power:
"Speak the word only, and my servant shall be healed"; the other is that he perceived
that Christ was, like himself, a man under authority, and that this is what gave His word
that power. When we understand these two things, we shall have penetrated into the
deepest mysteries of the Christian faith.
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He perceived that Jesus was one whose word was with power. This is the kind of
faith the leper showed when he ran to Jesus saying, "If Thou wilt, Thou canst make me
clean" (Luke 5:12-14), as also did the nobleman in John 4:46ff, of whom it is said that he
"believed the word that Jesus had spoken unto him" and went home to find his son had
been healed. This is the kind of faith that always delights the Son of God. He loves to be
trusted! Faith in His Word — this is one great lesson for us to learn here. Saving faith is
not believing in a historical Figure, but believing the testimony God has given us in His
Word concerning His Son, and believing on Him, resting on Him, trusting in Him
because we believe what the Scriptures say concerning Him. But we must note the
implications of this, so far as the centurion was concerned. He believed that Christ's
presence was not needed for the healing of his servant. To him, Christ's word was as
good as His presence. That was a faith that far transcended even that of the disciples at
this time, for faith to them was-generally associated with His presence. It is salutary for
us to realise this, for there are many that seem to imagine that some strange 'experience'
must overtake them before they can be saved. Not so: it is a matter of believing the word
of God, believing the testimony God gives in the Scriptures concerning His Son, and
stepping out in faith in Him.
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The second point is even more fundamental, if that were possible: he believed
Christ's word was with power because He was One, like himself, who was under
authority. "l also", he said. That "also" is the heart of all. With the eye of faith he saw that
Christ was precisely in the same position as himself.  In effect, he was saying to Jesus,
greatly daring, "You and I are the same: we are both alike in this: I am under authority,
as a soldier; and You are under authority". This is what the man perceived about Christ.
Now, the centurion was under the authority of the Roman prince, Antipas; and it was
because he had been, as a soldier, obedient to higher authority, that eventually authority
had been vested in him, and he had become a centurion, with soldiers under him. And
just as he had obeyed unquestioningly the orders he had received from above, so now
he could expect his orders to be obeyed. He could say to his soldiers, 'Come' and 'Go",
and it would be done. And, knowing how it was with himself, he felt he knew how it
would be with Christ. And he was right! This is what so impressed Jesus, for the man
had in fact penetrated the very depth and heart of the mystery of His Person and of His
coming, and had grasped the real meaning of His Incarnation and of His saving work.
For Christ also had received orders from above, and had utterly submitted in obedience
to them - obedient unto death, even the death of the cross; and for this reason, authority
had been vested in Him, whereby He could say to disease, "Be gone" and it would go,
in obedience to His word. This was Christ's authority, and the man saw how and why it
was, saw Christ's 'secret'. Well might Jesus marvel, when He saw how clearly the man
had perceived Who He was, and what He came to do!
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In principle, in embryo, we have in fact the whole apostolic doctrine and theology
in what has been said in the last Note. One thinks of the mighty utterance of the Apostle
Paul in Phil 2:5-11. Here, pre-eminently, is a picture of a man under authority and in
obedience to authority. Christ was in the form of God: He thought equality with God not
a thing to be grasped at, but on the contrary made Himself of no reputation, and took
upon Him the form of a servant - submitting Himself to the conditions of a servant, of
the lowliest kind, for the Son of man had not where to lay His head - and being found in
fashion as a man He became obedient unto death....Wherefore, says Paul, - and this is
the glorious theology of the gospel - God hath highly exalted Him and given Him a
name above every name...!! The source of His power and authority - cf "All power is
given unto Me....", "made heads over all things to the Church...." - lies in His having put
Himself under authority. Authority obeyed leads to authority bestowed! This, ultimately
considered, is how He could say to sickness, 'Be gone', and to the centurion's servant,
at a distance, 'Be whole'. It was this authority that the centurion recognized and
acknowledged, and Christ could do no other than heal his servant.
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The third and final point in this story is this: Luke was a Gentile, and he was writing
to Gentiles, and from the Gentile point of view. And this story, of faith in a Gentile must
surely have appealed to Luke's mind, and to the mind of the Gentile Church, as showing
forth one basic principle of the gospel. What we mean is this: Jesus had come to the
Jews in person: but to the Gentiles He did not come in person, but only in His Word, in
the word of the gospel. And this is how it was with the centurion: for him, Christ's word
was as good as His presence: "Say in a word, and my servant shall be healed". This is
how the gospel works today. Christ does not come to us in person, in the flesh, but in
the word of the gospel, and by the Spirit. And the same faith that was in the centurion
can operate in us also.

A final postscript: How can we be like this man, how can we have a faith like this?
Ah, we have to be under authority, like him, before it can be possible. Only those under
the authority of Christ can ever have authority in Christian life. The hymn says,

My will is not my own
Till Thou hast made it Thine

And this expresses the necessary and glorious paradox that is as true for the further
reaches of the Christian life as for its beginning. We shall never know freedom till we
are captive to Christ and His will, and shall therefore never know authority and power
over sin until we are under authority to Him. John's words in the Prologue of his gospel
are very pertinent in this regard: "As many as received Him, to them gave He
authority...."
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It would fair be a true to and fair comment say, in relation to the story of the raising
of the widow of Nain's son from the dead, that there are miracles and miracles. What
we mean is this: it is one thing to heal a paralysed and palsied man, but it is quite
another to raise a man from the dead. And, of course, this really raises the issue and
question of the miraculous in its most acute form. The position is this: there are those
who might be able to accept in principle the validity of the miraculous, so long as the
miracles were worked in the realm of nature, sickness and disease, or even demon-
possession; but - well, raising a man from the dead, that is something qualitatively
different, is it not? It is precisely at this point that reservations about the miraculous gain
the ascendant, and alternative interpretations begin to show themselves, from the idea of
the widow's son being simply in a coma or swoon, to the suggestion that this is simply a
pious legend inserted by the early Church. But it needs to be asserted yet again that a
real belief in the miraculous in Scripture means believing that the miracles happened in
just the way they are recorded as having happened, literally, truly, materially, and that
the accounts are recording literal, historical fact. Furthermore, the difference between
healing the sick and raising the dead cannot be justifiably regarded as a qualitative
distinction; for, once accept the miraculous in principle, that distinction necessarily has
to disappear. More of this in the next Note.
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One accepts the miraculous in principle simply because, as we have already
pointed out in these studies, miracle is what the whole business of the gospel is about,
as may be seen from the following considerations: the two central assertions of the
Christian gospel — the Incarnation and the Resurrection - are in essence miraculous. To
say that God has broken in, in the mystery of the Word made flesh, is miracle. And to
say that God (in Christ) has broken through in the Resurrection, is miracle. And if these
are true, there can be no problem; for if these are true, they mean that the whole human
situation, with all its woe and mystery, is changed and revolutionised, and anything can
happen. Furthermore - and as a corollary — to understand Who Jesus is, is to see that
miracle is not only possible, but inevitable. For He is God the Lord; and because He is,
any problem with any of the miracles is necessarily resolved. For God is a God Who
raises the dead!

The validity of this miracle of a man being raised from the dead cannot, then, be in
dispute. But what is out attitude to it, our reaction, to be? Do we simply say, 'This is
wonderful', and pass on to the next passage? Something more than that must be our
reaction. For the question needs to be asked, "What is this story saying to us? What is its
message to us today, in the 1970's, its significance in the context of the record of the
gospel that Luke represents to us?" The heart of the story, and its message and
significance for us lies in the fact that in it we have an encounter between the Lord Jesus
Christ and the grim, universal fact of death. To spell out what this means leads us to ask
the question 'What is death?', and that must be our next consideration.
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To say that death is the dark shadow that comes, soon or late, upon every life, the
solemn hand that knocks at every door, is simply to describe the effect of death on
human experience, and does not say what it is. 'One can describe death only by using
theological categories. Death, the Scriptures teach us, is the wages of sin, and the
coming of death into the world was associated with man's disobedience. Sin entered
the world, and death entered by sin. Death as we know it, therefore, in all its horror and
distress and sorrow and grief, is not something that is natural to human experience, but
something alien, something intrusive, from outside. It can be understood, therefore, only
from a theological standpoint. As the wages of sin, it represents man's predicament, not
his misfortune and woe. It is an eloquent reminder to us that sin is a grim reality,
accountable to God, that guilt before God is no religious fiction, or something that
belongs to religious folk to be exercised about, but not others. For death does not knock
only at religious folks' doors; it is not only believers in God who die: atheists, agnostics,
the scornful, the cynical, the depraved, the debauched - all alike die. Death is a
religious matter, however irreligious a man may be or have been. It is in this context that
we need to understand the story of the raising of the widow's son. And it will help us in
our understanding of it to expand it as fully as possible.
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Death is spoken of in the New Testament in almost personal terms.  Paul calls it
'the last enemy'. It 'reigns as a king', as he says in Rom 5:14 (such is the force of the
Greek word he uses). Death is the king of terrors and all mankind is under this dark,
oppressive rule. If, therefore, help is to come to man, that help must consist in delivering
him from this dark enemy, death. And the glory of the gospel is that this is what it is
proclaimed that Christ has come to do. And this is what history is saying to us, and to all
men, today: Christ can deal with the ultimate human problem; indeed, Christ has dealt
with it! As such, therefore, the miracle of raising the widow's son from the dead is
properly to be regarded as a token - a token of the gospel itself. For if death is the wages
of sin, and death is dealt with by the Prince of life, it can only mean that the cause of
death - sin - is dealt with by Christ. And He deals with it by bearing it in His own body
on the tree. This is why it is not only legitimate, but essential, to spiritualise the miracle
and take it as an illustration of the spiritual grace of the gospel which raises men dead in
trespasses and sins to newness of life. This, in fact, is the truest and deepest
understanding of what took place that day. If what we have said is true, then the deepest
thing this story has to say to us is that Christ stands over against the deadness of men in
their sins, and in His gospel speaks to them the word of life, the life-giving word, that
brings them into newness of life.
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Christ has come in the gospel to give life to men. To be true, it was not simply by
being in the flesh that He was able to do so. It is His life, death, resurrection and
ascension that constitute His saving work. And it was in the decisive battle on the cross
with the king of terrors that He finally vanquished death and won the victory. But, even
before that decisive battle, He was using that power and exercising His Lordship in an
anticipatory manner, anticipating His victory, working miracles on trust, so to speak, on
the basis of the victory He was yet to win on the cross. As we sometimes go to a store, to
get certain goods on account, and do not pay the bill till later, so also Christ went, so to
speak, into the dark store of death and said, pointing to the young man of Nain, "I'll take
this on account, mark it down to Me, and | will pay later". All His miracles in the New
Testament were performed on this basis. And the price was paid fully, and honoured, in
the death He died.
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We spoke of the miracle being a token of the gospel. In one very particular sense
this is so; for the raising of the widow's son was simply a reversion to the status quo.
There would, necessarily, come a time when he would die again, and return to dust.
And as such, his being raised from the dead, being a token, was only a faint illustration
of something much greater, which is Christ's primary purpose in His dealings with men.
For death, being the wages of sin, the sacrament of guilt, is what He can come to deal
with, not with its physical aspect only, but in its essence. And so, as well as raising the
dead in the physical sense, He is also - and supremely - concerned to raise men in the
spiritual sense, and to give them newness of life. And this is something infinitely greater
than a return to the status-quo, for 'if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature; old
things are passed away; behold all things are become new." And those who are thus
raised to newness of life will never die: death can have no more dominion over them -
just as Jesus, being raised from the dead, lives forever more. In a far greater and deeper
sense than they could ever have realised, what the people said on seeing the miracle
was gloriously true: 'God hath visited His people'. Little wonder that the fame of Him
went forth throughout all Judaea and the region round about!
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Differing interpretations have been placed on this incident involving John the
Baptist. At this time, John was in prison, and had been for some time; and it is thought
by some that a dark prison mood had settled down on his spirit, in which black doubts
were assailing him about Jesus. Others think that his problem was that Jesus had turned
out a different Messiah than he had expected, and that he was somewhat disillusioned;
others - and this interpretation was held by the early fathers - that John was sure of Jesus,
but that he wanted to convince his disciples that He was the Messiah. But this last is
really negatived by the fact that Jesus sent them back with the message, 'Go...and tell
John...." Others think that John was only now coming to a firm faith in Jesus, and that
what we have here is the dawning of faith in his soul. But this raises difficulties with
other passages, e.g. John 1:29, 36, where John's testimony is clear and unquestioning.

However we may interpret this incident, it certainly represents an attitude of doubt,
whether of faith wavering or of faith beginning to form; and this is its significance, in
relation to what Jesus says in answer to it.

There are, in fact, a number of reasons why John was in such a state of doubt. His
own ministry had lasted only a few months at the most, - then he had been cast into
prison — and it had been suddenly, and as it happened, finally, cut short and brought to
an end. The voice in the wilderness had been silenced, and God had allowed it. Was
not this mysterious? Would not this - inevitably - present a dark enigma to him? And
would it not be further accentuated by the fact that Jesus Himself seems to have done
nothing about it? John had heard of the mighty works Jesus had wrought - healing the
sick, cleansing the leper, raising the dead. Was it beyond His power to set the prisoner
free, especially such a prisoner as he? There was so much John could not understand: in
the circum- | stances, is it surprising that doubts had begun to assail him?
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Furthermore, the Jesus that John saw was not, to his mind, fulfilling his (John's) own
prediction of Him as a coming Judge, with fan in hand. And where was the baptism of
fire? These were the considerations that made him send to Jesus, with the question: "Art
Thou He that should come...?" Our Lord's answer in 22, 23 is significant, and there is
much to learn from it. In the first place, Jesus directs John's mind to His words and His
works (in Matthew's account this is reinforced: 'Shew him again'). What we may learn
from this is that the way to come to faith, or to renew faith, is to consider the deeds and
words of Jesus. This is the biblical prescription - to keep on considering them until their
meaning and their majesty grip and master us and our doubts, and bring us to a full
conviction about Him, and thus into everlasting life. Faith cometh by hearing and
hearing by the word of God (cf John 20:31). When faith burns low, and minds are
doubting and confused, here is the answer: show men Christ's deeds and words,
proclaim the Saviour. Nor is this any new prescription, when hearing does not seem to
work at first (as Matthew puts it: 'Shew him again'), but a repetition of what he had al-
ready heard (cf Paul also, in Acts 14:3, in face of opposition to his gospel, "Long time
therefore abode they, speaking boldly in the Lord"). The Word will eventually come
home to the heart. What encouragement to continue patiently and perseveringly in the
work of the gospel!
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In the next place, we should notice that it is an appeal to reason that Jesus makes.
He says, in effect, to John: "Think, man! What is Messiah supposed to do? Is not this,
that I am doing, the work of Messiah? Can you not put two and two together, and see
that | am He?" In this connection, we need to recognize that Jesus, in giving John
answer, couches what He says in Messianic terms. John, in asking, "Art Thou He that
should come?", himself used Messianic categories, for 'He that should come' was a well-
known Messianic phrase, used to describe the One Who would meet men's deepest
needs. In the same way, Jesus answers him in kind, for the words and phrases He uses
are all filled with Messianic ideas (cf Isa 29:18ff, 35:5ff, 61:1ff). It is as if He had said,
"What kind of Messiah were you thinking about, John? Is not this His work that | am
doing?" We should also note something else. Jesus did not answer the ques-tions and
questioning in John's mind. There was no explanation of why he was left to languish in
prison (although after John's disciples had left, Jesus said something that indicated that
the imprisonment was perhaps integral to the divine purposes, and was fruitful in the
work of the kingdom. Earlier, John had said, 'He must increase, | must decrease' (John
3:30) and this was literally happening. His imprisonment was perhaps the seed-bed from
which the flowers of the gospel were to come in the future. And even when John was
bewailing his uselessness, Jesus was calling him the greatest of the prophets, and the
forerunner of the gospel. His martyrdom, indeed, was a foreshadowing of that death that
was to bring life to the world). But Jesus gave him no explanation of it then, and for this
reason: there are some things that will necessarily remain in the dark, some questions
that will never be answered, some perplexities that will never be clear. But these are
never real barriers to faith! There is always enough evidence for faith to dawn and doubt
to depart, in the word that is preached. Jesus, in 23, is in fact implying, "Even if there are
things you cannot understand, John, trust Me. There is ample evidence for you to do
that."
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Our Lord's words about John the Baptist serve to set the prophet's own doubts in
proper perspective, and show us in a most encouraging manner that such doubts (as we
may often ourselves have, from time to time) do not detract from the Divine estimate of
our work and witness for Him. It is as if Jesus were saying, "Doubts notwithstanding,
John is one of the greatest and most honoured of all My servants". Is this a word of cheer
and heartening to some despondent servant of God today?

What follows in 31ff shows us a very different attitude to Jesus, and may well be
summed up as describing the unreasonableness and perversity of unbelief. Jesus
compares that generation to children in the market-place, playing at weddings and
funerals, complaining to one another because they 'would not play'. It is a familiar
scene: the children are tired and bored, and nothing will please them, the one thing or
the other. The point of the comparison here is obvious: the joyous and the solemn notes
of the gospel. John's message had been solemn enough in its severity and notes of
judgment - a searching, piercing word, touching heart and conscience, summoning men
to repentance, bringing the terrors of the unseen world as they were made to think of the
doom of unbelievers and the awful end of a godless life. Such was John's message: and
they did not, in the main respond. On the other hand, Christ had stressed the wooing,
tender grace of the gospel, its attractiveness, its wonder and glory and still they had not
responded. This is the force of Jesus' words in 33, 34, and they are of wide application,

as tomorrow's Note will indicate.
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Jesus' parabolic words are significant in a general way, beyond His own immediate
circumstances. Those who oppose and resist the gospel and continue in unbelief often
tell themselves that they have good reasons for doing so. When a straight and
challenging message is preached, they object to it as being too personal, or too severe,
or too solemn. 'That is just his idea of the gospel', they think, 'and there are other,
different ones'. And, of course, it is always possible to find fault with the preacher: he
does, or does not, do this, he does, or does not, do that -and so on. And this is made the
excuse for the opposition to the gospel. This can always be said about a preacher, just as
it can be said about Christians in general: they are not perfect. But this also needs to be
said: it is just as often the case that objection is raised against Christians - or preachers -
not because of their faults, but because they are faithful, and their faithfulness is a
rebuke and a challenge to those who oppose the gospel. Their objection is not to the
fault of believers, but to the goodness which they represent and which, in spite of their
faults, they show forth. It was the very men who objected to John's ministry because it
was too severe that also opposed Jesus' message when it was gentle and full of grace -
and He was faultless:  The truth is, says Jesus, when men are opposed to the gospel,
they will oppose it in whatever way it is proclaimed to them. It is the gospel they object
to, attractive or stern in its appeal. What is more - and this is clear from the nature of
Jesus' parable in 32 - when men do this, they are playing with the gospel, and trifling
with holy things. But it is no idle game when we are confronted with the claims of
Christ, nor simply a matter of opinion, but a matter of life and death.
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This is a wonderful story, and it contains many lessons for us. Jesus had been
invited to dinner in Simon's house. While they dined, a woman came weeping, and
anointed Him, washing His feet with her tears. Simon reacted sharply to this
demonstration, and Jesus, knowing his thoughts, spoke the parable of the two debtors to
him, and drew some very forthright instruction from it. What has all this to say to us?
Bishop Ryle very beautifully suggests that the incident follows chronologically upon the
passage in Matt 11:28, and the words, "Come unto Me, all ye that labour..." This may
well be. It may be that the woman owed her conversion to these blessed words of
invitation. At all events, it was the reality of her conversion that explained her actions in
this story. And it is the whole-hearted devotion the woman showed to Jesus that lies at
the heart of it and of the lessons that Jesus taught, in relation to the contrast afforded by
Simon the Pharisee's attitude to Him. We should note our Lord's parabolic method -
here was a confrontation with the truth, for Simon, and with the necessity of
pronouncing a verdict concerning it. Simon was made, in this story, to pronounce upon
himself. The word of the gospel always tests men, and it is men themselves who by their
attitude reveal whether they are within the kingdom or outside it, whether they are right
with God or not. This is how it was with Simon that day.
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There are several possible misunderstandings that could arise here, that require to
be cleared up at the outset. The first is this: the woman did not receive pardon for her
sins by her tears, or by her anointing and kissing of Jesus' feet. This is to misinterpret 47.
It is not her love that is the ground of her forgiveness, but vice versa. It was her
forgiveness that begot love for Him in her heart. We love Him because He first loved us.
The whole of the Scriptures bear witness to this, as indeed does this passage itself,
rightly understood. Secondly, we are not to take from the passage, and from Jesus' words
about the big debt and the small 'debt that He was suggesting to Simon, or conceding to
him, that his sin was small compared with the woman's. She was not a greater sinner
than he was, only a different kind. But he thought she was. This is the point. And Jesus
met him there, on his own ground, so to speak. It is the sense of sin in each of them that
is important. Thirdly, our Lord did not bestow the gift of forgiveness on the woman then,
in Simon's house, as 47 might seem to indicate. The pronouncement of forgiveness there
(47) is rather a statement of something that had taken place before that time, and was a
manifestation of it. This makes even more clear the truth that it was not her love that
earned her forgiveness. And this is confirmed in 50 - 'thy faith hath saved thee'. This is
the key to a true understanding of the parable and the passage, as of everything else in
the gospel. We need this reminder, in any lessons we are to draw from the story.
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The lesson we draw from the foregoing - and it is a principle of enormous
implications and importance - is that real faith, living faith, healthy faith, is faith that
works by love, and expresses itself in love. And love is the real test. It is the presence or
absence of love for Christ, it is the degree or quality of love to Christ that is the real
barometer of spiritual health. In the parable itself, it is the matter of gratitude that Jesus
underlines: Which will love most? And the answer is: he to whom the sense of
forgiveness is most keen and most real. Jesus draws a contrast between the outgoing of
the woman's heart in warm and unreserved love and devotion to Him, and the formal
(cold, almost) attitude of Simon the Pharisee. This is the challenge of the story for us, for
it reminds us that there are two possible attitudes to Christ, two ways of entertaining
Him, two ways or standards in the hospitality we show Him in our lives. Abraham and
Lot were both believers, both called to go out of Ur of the Chaldees to the land of
promise; but their attitude to their call was not the same. The whole record of
Abraham's life makes it clear that he held back nothing of himself from God; but with
Lot - ah, well, it was very different. He had other irons in the fire, which necessitated
moderating his attitude to the things of God. There was a dissipation of spiritual energy
and power. He was essentially a double-minded man, and this brought him down to the
wrong level, in the things that really matter. The same can be said of the contrast
between David and Saul in the Old Testament, and Paul and Demas in the New. It is a
contrast that bears a solemn challenge to every believer.
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Another lesson that we learn from this incident is that Jesus is sensitive to these two
different attitudes to Him. It is not all the same to Him how His people treat Him! For
He is not a Concept or a Philosophy, but the Lover of our souls. And therefore He
knows, with a deep, unerring knowledge, when our hearts are going out to Him in love,
and when they are not. Simon was, no doubt, an accomplished host: yet it was the
common civilities that had been missed out. True, he had invited the Lord to dine with
him, but how formal and aloof he had been with it all! Now, the point is this: those who
act like this may not be conscious of how much they are withholding from Christ. There
is often a blind spot. It may be they feel they are giving all they can, all that could be
asked of them, all that anyone could be expected to give. And they would be
nonplussed and mystified at the suggestion that they were lacking in any way. Look at it
this way: Let us suppose that someone loves, and loves deeply, another. And that other,
in the response made to that love, simply offers friendship, companionship, interest.
None of these thing rise to the real response that matters. And every fresh expression of
friendship is simply another turn of the knife in the heart of the one who loves. And -
what is more - such an attitude prevents the one who loves from expressing the love
burning there, wanting expression.
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So it is with Jesus. He is, of course, glad when we are interested in the things of the
Spirit, glad when He sees us coming to Church, glad when we try to serve Him, glad
when our interest in spiritual things grows, glad when we get a good grasp of the faith
once delivered to the saints -yes, He is glad about all these things. But we can show all
these things and still be on the wrong level, still be neglecting Him, giving Him the kind
of treatment Simon the Pharisee gave Him. It is interesting, is it not, to realise that if this
woman had not come in at that time, nothing might have been said to Simon, and his
lack might not have been exposed to him or to others, although Jesus would certainly
have been conscious of it. And often, it is the chance circumstance that brings such an
issue to light.

But He grieves. And He grieves both because love is being withheld from Him, and
also because, in that withholding, He is prevented from giving love as He desires to do.
One thinks of Simon Peter on the shores of Galilee, after the Resurrection, in that awful
encounter with Christ, when He was challenged with the words, "Simon, son of Jonas,
lovest thou Me?" Peter's failure in the denial was not a failure of faith: it was not lack of
faith that brought him crashing down. It was a failure of love. There were other loves in
his heart, and his loyalties were divided. Do we begin now to see why Jesus responded
as He did to the woman's demonstration of love?
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It will be useful, before leaving this passage, to look at the spiritual application of
the parable itself, and gather its main lessons from the gospel point of view. In the first
place, it teaches the utter bankruptcy of all men alike when they stand in the presence of
God. We are all of us debtors, without exception. The amount or extent of the debt is
irrelevant in this regard, as is whether we feel the sense of it or not. The operative word
is: 'They had nothing to pay'. Secondly, there is the glorious fact of free forgiveness in
the gospel. The creditor in the parable forgave them both. There was no kind of
consciousness in his mind that one was better than the other: to him they were both bad
debtors who had defaulted and could not meet their obligations.  And he frankly
forgave them both. And note well - 'nothing to pay' must have been their words to him,
He was not to know this, unless they themselves had gone to him with this confession.
They had come, therefore, to a knowledge of their bankruptcy, and it was this that
elicited from him the pardon. Thirdly, there is the lesson of gratitude. Which will love
most? He to whom the sense of forgiveness is most keen and real. The woman's whole
heart went out in love to the Saviour who had blessed her. This is the real fruit of
salvation; and where this is not, salvation is not! A cleansed heart becomes a loving
heart. Finally, true reconciliation, being right with God, brings us into fellowship with
Christ. How faithful the Scriptures are to the central realities! Everything depends on our
relationship to Christ.
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This is the chapter which records the famous parable of the sower (4ff), with its
emphasis on the importance of hearing the word of God aright. It is prefaced in these
verses by an interesting comment on the extent and range of our Lord's activity. There
was not a city or village in the land but was visited by Jesus and His disciples with the
good news of the gospel. It is surely in relation to the considerable expenditure of
energy and strength, not to say the natural emotional and spiritual drain that such a
ministry must have involved, that reference is made to the women (2, 3) who were
privileged to minister to Him on his journeyings. And who would fulfil such a ministry
more willingly or lovingly than those who had themselves known the Saviour's healing
and delivering power - and who indeed would be a better testimony to that power than
they? The constraint of Christ's love in their lives was decisive for them, and they found
that a wonderful stewardship was committed to them, in grace and condescension.
Bishop Ryle, commenting that the Son of God could have provided for His own
sustenance by His own mighty power, adds, "But He did not do so for two reasons - one
reason was, that He would show us that He was a man like unto ourselves, in all things
sin only excepted, and that He lived the life of faith in His Father's providence; the other
reason was, that by allowing His followers to minister to Him, He might prove their
love, and test their regard for Himself. True love will count it a pleasure to give anything
to the object loved. False love will often think and talk and profess much, but do and
give nothing at all". Well - where does this find us?
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These verses contain not only the parable of the sower but also our Lord's own
interpretation of it, and it is inevitable therefore that we should study both together.
Although it is called the parable of the sower, it is clear that the soil in which the sower
sows his seed is, for us, the critical factor. For the parable throws the burden of
responsibility for the yield of the harvest upon men, upon those who hear. It is right
hearing, and right reception of the seed of the Word that brings forth fruit to the glory of
God. We cannot sufficiently admire the clear indication the parable gives as to what the
work of the kingdom and the heart of the gospel enterprise really is: preaching! The seed
is the Word, and the sowing is the preaching of that Word. This is the weapon that God
has put in our hands - this is that which under God is mighty to the pulling down of
strongholds. This is the way - the God-appointed way - that the kingdom of God is to be
extended. This is the way in which God speaks to men, and changes and transforms
their lives. Many times in Scripture, the coming of the Word of God to a man is spoken
of as that which produces the fruits of the kingdom of God - cf 1 Peter 1:23ff, James
1:18ff, Heb 4:2,12 - such passages speak in plain language what Christ speaks here in
parable form. In the last of these references there is a significant comment which
illuminates the nature of the response that we must make to the Word - it is that the
hearing of it should be mixed with faith that is essential for the bringing forth of fruit.
Ultimately, faith is the gift of God, and itself comes by hearing; and yet, in some
mysterious and incontrovertible sense, it is our responsibility - our response, our
reaction, to the Word of God.
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It is clear that in three of the four instances mentioned in the parable, the ultimate
purpose of the sowing was not realised and fulfilled. ~ Only the fourth part of the seed
bore fruit. This in itself teaches an important lesson: it indicates that there is such a thing
as failure in gospel work, in this sense, that there are those that will not respond to the
word of the gospel. And we need not necessarily assume that when our witness has not
prevailed it is because of some defect or failure in us. Some scholars indeed believe that
there is an autobiographical note in the parable, and that Christ is speaking of his own
ministry, in Galilee, as well as that of His followers, and describing it to us in these
words. We should remember that there were places where He could do no mighty work
because of men's unbelief. And there was no defect in His ministry. The fault lay
elsewhere. For another thing, we see that though the harvest in the end is great, it is only
in the end that it is so; and in the meanwhile, it seems so much failure and
ineffectiveness. This is something to remember when we tend to become discouraged at
the seeming insignificance of the work of the gospel. The ransomed Church of God will
be a great multitude which no man can number: the roll of God's elect will be made up,
as planned, never fear, and His purposes will all be fulfilled. Furthermore - and this also
is evident in the parable - persistent lack of success in the work of the gospel is finally
followed by a great and mighty harvest. So much work done with bright hopes turns out
to be seed falling by the wayside or on stony ground or among thorns; and it is
understandable that discouragement should tend to come. But Christ's words promise a
harvest in due season, and this is the best and sufficient incentive to continue in the
faithful work. We may well interpret Paul's attitude in Iconium (Acts 14:2, 3) as an
instance of this. When much of his preaching seemed to fall on deaf ears, we read,
"Long time therefore abode they speaking boldly in the Lord" - and in the end, the
harvest came!
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Jesus' interpretation of the parable - which, of course, is definitive for us - indicates
the various reactions to the sowing of the word of the gospel in men's hearts. The seed
that fell by the wayside is snatched away by the devil. The implications here are
considerable: for one thing, when sown, it lay on ground made hard by the tramping of
many feet and that no ploughshare ever touched, and was therefore easy prey for the
birds of the air. For another thing, as Matthew indicates in his version, in the words
'understandeth it not' (Matt 13:19), the reason the devil can snatch away the seed of the
word is that he blinds the minds of them that believe not, making them unreceptive to
the truth (cf 2 Cor 4: 4). This is always one factor in the work of the gospel. The seed
that fell on rock (stony ground) refers, not to stubborn resistance to the truth, but to a
superficial reception of it, which gives it no chance to take root. One thinks of the
crowds in Jerusalem who, one week cried 'Hosanna to the Son of David', and the next
'Crucify Him'. The implication in the word 'withered' in 6 is significant: Matthew
explicitly mentions the scorching by the sun as causing the withering; and since the sun
always rises on growing grain, the meaning is that tribulation or persecution is an
inevitable part of experience. The growth has got to be something that will withstand
this. And for this, the seed must have deep soil to grow in. The thorns are the cares
and riches and pleasures of this world which grow up around the growing seed, and
choke it, taking up the room that the seed requires for true development. This is perhaps
the saddest part of the parable: the seed has been rooted in an adequate depth of soil,
and has been growing apace, but the 'other things', the competing interests bring about
a division of allegiance that proves fatal. To change the metaphor, having a foot in both
worlds will never do in the Christian life. Christ's command is to forsake all to follow
Him.
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The seed falling on good ground is the word received 'in an honest and good
heart'. This does not mean that anyone's heart is naturally 'good', or ever can be,
without the grace of God. Bishop Ryle says in a note, "The fairest sense of the words is,
‘an unprejudiced heart, willing to be taught', such as was peculiarly lacking in the Jews
in our Lord's time. The Bereans are an illustration of this expression (Acts 17:11)." The
hearing of the word is followed by a keeping of it. The word 'keep' has the force of 'hold
fast' (cf Heb 3:6, 10:23), and this is what the New Testament elsewhere calls 'the
obedience of faith". It is this - and nothing less than this - that brings forth fruit in men's
lives. Ryle makes this final comment: "For ever let us bear in mind that this is the only
religion that saves souls. Outward profession of Christianity, and the formal use of
Church ordinances and sacraments, never yet gave man a good hope in life, or peace in
death, or rest in the world beyond the grave. There must be fruit of the Spirit in our
hearts and lives, or else the gospel is preached to us in vain. Those only who bear such
fruits, shall be found at Christ's right hand in the day of His appearing. Let us leave the
parable with a deep sense of the danger and responsibility of all hearers of the gospel.
There are four ways in which we may hear, and only one is right. There are three kinds
of hearers whose souls are in imminent peril. How many of these three kinds are to be
found in every congregation! There is only one class of hearers which is right in the sight
of God. And what are we? Do we belong to that one?"
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The parabolic sayings in 16 are clearly a continuation or variation of the theme of
the parable of the sower. As one commentator puts it, "When God kindles a light in
the lives of men, they must let it shine for the benefit of others. God's revelation begins
as a private discovery and ends as a public trust. It grows with sharing, and those who
try to keep it for themselves find they have lost even what they thought they had. Israel
had been entrusted with God's light, but only in order to be a light to lighten the
Gentiles (Isa 49:6); and, instead of allowing the light to shine, she had concentrated her
efforts on protecting the flame from extinction." The whole point about lighting a lamp is
that it should give light to others. "The responsibility of every Christian is first to be
enlightened, and then to shine." What we receive, we must pass on to others. Two
lessons are implicit in Jesus' words: on the one hand, it is unnatural to hide the light; on
the other hand, it is impossible to hide it - it must out, if it remains alight at all! This is
further emphasised - and the link with the previous parable maintained - by what Jesus
says in 21: the rich harvest of God's word, and the bright shining of God's light, involves
obedience. Those who are brothers and sisters of Jesus must be sons and daughters of
God, and to be this they must 'hear the word of God and do it'. Right hearing of the
word, therefore (18) is everything. What challenge there is in Jesus' words! But what
encouragement also, and what ineffable compensations for those who hear and do, for
this brings them into the glad family relationship of the kingdom of God!
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Following the parable and the parabolic sayings about the Word, we see in this next incident something of
the power of that Word. Again, in a marvellous way, the stories recorded develop from one another in an
unfolding way, the one opening up into the next in a profusion of illustration. Here, we have Jesus' stilling
of the storm by His Word; then, in what follows, we have three illustrations of how He stills storms in
human life: the maniac of Gadara, the woman with the issue of blood, and the raising of Jairus' daughter.
Such is the pattern and general outline of what follows.

It is almost commonplace - and well-nigh inevitable - to make this story apply to
the storms of life, as indeed Luke himself implies, in the structure of the passage in
which it is set. But although this is a legitimate application of the miracle, we must not
forget that it is true only because something else, and something greater, is also true -
the fact of the Lordship and Kingship of Christ. This is the first lesson the miracle
teaches, as indeed it is the first lesson all the others teach. Here, then, is the sovereign
Lord, exercising His Lordship over the elements He made - and when they got out of
order, He rebuked them and put them in their place! The miracle, therefore, as we have
seen in earlier studies, demonstrates His credentials as Lord. But it also was, surely, a
token of what He will one day do when He returns to reign: the whole creation,
disordered and broken by the Fall, will be delivered from the bondage of corruption into
the glorious liberty of the children of God. And the same voice that stilled this disorder
of nature is the voice which will set free a groaning creation and make the trees of the
field clap their hands, and the desert blossom and flourish as the rose!
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To continue the thought of yesterday's Note: the disorder and chaos of a fallen
creation brought into harmony by a word of command - the Christ Whose almighty
Word in the beginning 'chaos and darkness heard and took their flight' one day - a
great, glad day - speaking the word of power to renew and restore the created order -this
takes us right into the Pauline theology expressed in Colossians 1, where the apostle
speaks of the 'reconciliation of all things' -not merely mankind, but the universe, in a
cosmic redemption great beyond all telling and imagining, through the death of the
Cross. It is because this is true, that we can safely apply as an illustration of what He can
do with all the storms of life, of whatever kind. There are the disorders caused by sin in
our own little world -in which elements in our constitution, God-given and made by His
hand, have reared up and got out of control, to cause disturbance and dislocation. These
are storms that the mighty Christ can still, and does, when we call upon His name.
There are the storms of life caused by others, by the fact that they themselves are
disordered, or that belong to the essential mystery of things, and for which there is no
human explanation. These also are storms which Christ can control, rebuke and still. But
we may also legitimately apply the story as a token and picture of what Jesus came to do
to the greatest storm of all, the storm stirred by the revolt of man against God, the storm
whose first ominous rumblings began over the Garden of Eden and came to its awesome
climax in the rending of the rocks and the thunderings around the hill of Calvary. And
what faith sees there is the mighty Son of God lifted up from the earth, the great Master
of the storm, towering over the storm of Divine wrath, with hands outstretched over a
world's need, speaking, in the precious blood He shed the all-prevailing word: Peace be
still - to the guilty hearts of men and to the holy heart of God, so making peace.
Wonderful, wonderful Peacemaker!
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There is something else, however, of great importance to be learned from this story:
there is some evidence for supposing that it may not have been our Lord's will to
perform this miracle at this point, at least not in this way. Look at the facts: it was
our Lord Himself Who directed the disciples over to the other side of the lake (22). He
must have known a storm was to come; yet He deliberately directed His disciples into it.
Surely He had a purpose in this? Could it be that He was intending them to learn how to
pass through storms, trusting in His unfailing presence with them? If this be so, then He
stilled the storm not because strong faith called forth His power, but because their faith
was weak! He did, in fact, chide them about their little faith (25). What if this was a
storm which He wanted them to go through, and in which He wanted to teach them
deep and lasting lessons for the gospel's sake in days to come? What if there were
lessons that they could have learned only if the storm had not been stilled, and they had
had to endure right to the bitter end? And would things have been different for them in
another storm - that in Pilate's judgment hall - if they had been able to learn the lesson
of standing firm and unmoveable in time of storm? This may be taught by the symbolism
of Christ asleep in the boat, seemingly unaware of the fear and the heart-cries of His
people. Ah, we must learn to trust Him. He that keepeth Israel slumbers not nor sleeps.
He often delays His help, to test our faith and make it strong. And His seeming
unwillingness to work a miracle for us may be an evidence not of lack of faith on our
part to elicit it, but of His confidence in us that we do not need one, and will be better
served by the storm raging on than by its being calmed. Does this say something to
someone today?
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The story recorded in these verses is important not only as an illustration of what
has been said in the last few notes, but particularly because of its subject-matter of
demon-possession, and the problems this raises for modern minds. No one who reads
the New Testament could fail to realise that demon activity in general, and demon-
possession in particular, were realities for the New Testament writers, for the apostles
and for our Lord Himself. But the modern assumption seems to be that what is called
demon-possession in the New Testament would be described today in terms of
psychiatric illness. In other words, the demonism of biblical times is equated with
mental disease and disorder, whether constitutional or neurotic. This contention seems
to many an extremely plausible one, especially since the medical profession, and
particularly specialists in psychiatric medicine, can give case histories to show that the
symptoms which are often regarded as being those of demon-possession are in fact well-
defined symptoms of recognizable mental, emotional and psychiatric disorder.
Nevertheless some things must be said to dispute this assumption. The first is that the
New Testament itself distinguishes between mental disorder and demon-possession as cf
Matt 4:24, where three different things are mentioned, divers diseases and torments,
demon-possession, and lunacy. Furthermore, the New Testament writers were able to
distinguish between possession and illness or disease when in fact the presenting
symptoms were the same in both cases. In those days, the two things were distinguished,
and not confounded (cf Matt 9:32,33; Mark 7:32; Matt 15:30 - where we have the dumb
man who is said to be possessed by an evil spirit, on the one hand, and on the other a
dumb man who is not said to be possessed, even though the symptoms are the same in
each case. And Christ cast out the devil in the one, and healed the other. More of
this in tomorrow's Note.
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Another point must be made: it is undoubtedly the case that confusion in this
subject is made worse by the fact that we readily assume that demon-possession
expresses itself in mental symptoms and aberrations. But this is not the New Testament
point of view: it speaks of deaf and dumb spirits, spirits of infirmity, as well as of mental
symptoms. It is not only in the mind that evil spirits can lodge, but in the body also. And
not only so: but in the will also, and in the spirit. When Paul speaks in 2 Cor 4:3,4 of
minds blinded by the god of this world, he is not referring to mental disease, but to
intellectual revolt. Men do not like to retain God in their knowledge, therefore this
happens. And this is something as tangible as physical blindness is, and as resistant to
truth as the other is to the light of the sun. In this connection, we should not forget what
unbelievers tend to say when the gospel challenges them and seeks to break into the
darkness of their hearts. Their attitude is suspiciously like that of the demons in this story
(28): 'What have | to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son of God...torment me not'. It is as if
they were saying, 'So soon? Too soon! Leave us for a while, there is plenty time yet'.
This is the voice of the devil in the soul of a man, and it has cost many a man his soul's
eternal welfare (cf the rich farmer in Luke 12 who kept putting off attending to the needs
of his soul until it was too late - can we not discern the work of the evil one there?). And
what do we make of Judas Iscariot? He was not a mental or psychiatric case: yet it is
said of him that "Satan entered into him" (Luke 22:3).
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The association of demon-possession with nervous and mental symptoms is not an
entirely wrong one, however, for this is a realm in which it can in fact occur. It is here
that the holding of two opposite extremes can be seen to be unwarranted and
dangerous. On the one hand, the assertions that all New Testament cases of devil-
possession are psychiatric cases simply does not, as we have seen, fit the facts; and only
the philosophical assumption that demon-possession does not occur, and cannot occur,
could bring one to such a position (significantly, the same kind of false argument is used
to discount the idea of the miraculous - i.e., miracles cannot happen, therefore any
seemingly miraculous happening must have some other explanation!). On the other
hand, however, it is just as clear that an indiscriminate and uninstructed attitude, which
sees demon-possession in every conceivable human situation of disorder (like the 'reds
under every bed' in the political sphere - which is an absurdity) is wrong and wildly
exaggerated, and has done more than most things to discredit the true, biblical teaching.
The almost total preoccupation with demons shown in some sections of the Church is
not, in our view, a healthy state: at best it can lead to the distortion of true biblical
values, and at worst, it can lead to serious disorder in the spiritual life.
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The need, in this whole realm, according to the Scriptures, is: Know your enemy:

Paul says, 'We are not ignorant of his devices'. But the trouble is, we often are. This
is a much neglected element in theology, and far too little time and thought have been
given to it. We may learn much of the evil one from Scripture, and from the experience
of godly men of the past, such as Bunyan, whose 'Pilgrim's Progress' and 'Grace
Abounding' are full of deep and illuminating suggestion. Experience and judgment are
needed to 'discern the spirits'. It is true that the evidences of demon-possession may be
similar to those caused by mental disorder itself, and that sometimes there may even be
a working of the devil in a mind that is constitutionally prone to such mental disorder,
so that it may be extremely difficult to say what is illness and what is demonic influence.
But it should be possible from experience and from a certain judgment in these matters
to discern which is which, and seek to deal with it accordingly. 'Recognising the signs',
even if it be with a 'sixth sense', is a possibility.

The answer to the question 'How does a demon-possession come about?' may be
found in Paul's words in Ephes 4:27: 'Neither give place to the devil'. Concerning this,
two things may be said: one is that possession can come about through trafficking with
evil and sin - not merely in terms of, e.g., dabbling with spiritualism, although this is one
specific and very dangerous example, but dabbling with any kind of sin, for it is this that
allows the author of sin into the life. There are two notable examples from Scripture that
come readily to mind - King Saul, whose unwillingness to obey the will of God, and
whose constant and repeated allowing of unhallowed emotions 'gave place' to the
Devil, and he became a disordered soul without hope of recovery or remedy; and Judas
Iscariot, who dabbled with forbidden things, until finally Satan entered into him. The
second point will have to wait until tomorrow's Note.
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The second point is that place can be given to the devil by ignorance. For, after all,
he is a deceiver, and an angel of light (2 Cor 11:13ff). Not to discuss at this point
whether such ignorance is culpable, it is certain that this can lead people into an awful
morass of demonic influence in life that can break their health and lead to despair. And,
paradoxically, it is often at the point which is the very opposite of dabbling with evil,
viz., that of consecration and commitment, that the attack can come. And if there is
an area of ignorance in the mind, depend upon it, Satan will find it, and exploit it to the
full. Having said this, however, something else must be said, and said very
unequivocally. It is this: contrary to the confident and solemn assertions made by many,
there can be no question of Christian people being 'demon-possessed'. How could it
ever be thought that a heart indwelt by Christ could also be indwelt by Satan? How
could temples of the Holy Spirit, (which we are) be desecrated by the presence of the
enemy of all unrighteousness? To say the least, this would be to place an extremely low
estimate on the 'company' Jesus likes to keep. Is it likely that He would acquiesce in
Satan's being in hearts that He has made His own? No: the victory of Christ over Satan is
so real that he can have no kind of authority or power over the Christian. In Christ the
believer is safe and victorious. The 'wicked one toucheth him not' (1 John 5:18). Indeed,
the most important consideration of all -more important than anything else that has been
said in these Notes - is the glad and triumphant testimony of the Scriptures that Jesus
Christ has conquered Satan. Nothing - no preoccupation with the reality of the demonic,
no concern with the widespread evidence of Satan's power in the world and in the lives
of men - must be allowed to obscure this glorious fact. The Lion of the tribe of Judah has
conquered, and Christ Jesus is King!
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When one recalls that Luke, along with the other Evangelists, is writing from the
standpoint of the resurrection, thus proclaiming to us a living Christ Who is the same
yesterday, today and forever, it becomes clear that the message he intends to convey to
us is that of the powerful and prevailing word of a living Christ set over against all and
every kind of human need, and more than able to meet it. This is the good news of the
gospel Luke is intent on proclaiming. We have said sufficient in previous Notes to show
how justified we are in 'spiritualising' these miracle stories and applying them as
analogies of spiritual need. This is particularly evident in the case of the raising from the
dead of Jairus' daughter. And it is here that we see very clearly the 'token' nature of the
miracle in the physical realm. There were not many raisings from the dead in Jesus' day,
and the three instances recorded are simply tokens that the new order had broken in.
They have value for us in the illustration they give of the spiritual predicament of being
dead in trespasses and sins. It is from this terrible state that Jesus raises men, by His
Spirit, in the gospel. And one of the insights this gives us into the nature of human need
is that salvation is all of God. One who is dead cannot cooperate with God in his own
salvation. He is passive. Salvation is the imparting of life where no life was before. It is a
bringing to the birth in Christ, by the Spirit. This, then, is what Luke means us to
understand: the word of the living Christ is a life-giving word, and He speaks that word
in the word of the gospel. By the same token, the woman with the issue of blood
illustrates another aspect of human need - again beyond human aid, in desperation,
calling forth the pity and compassion of a loving Saviour.
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The fact that the two stories - Jairus' daughter and the woman with the issue of
blood -are inextricably intertwined in the record is surely a clear indication that there
are lessons to be learned in this direction. For one thing, it would seem that a contrast is
being indicated in the fact that Jairus' daughter was twelve years old, and the woman
had suffered twelve years from her sickness. It is very true that one half of the world
does not know how the other half lives! Twelve years of joy turning to sorrow; and
twelve years of sorrow about to turn to joy - the two extremes, yet it is possible to see
how two extremes merge and unite in their common agony of need. There is only one
level when it comes down to the basics of life. And, just as, in the spiritual realm, there
is no difference, because all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God, (Rom
3:22,23) so also there is no difference, for the same Lord over all is rich unto all that call
upon Him. And whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved (Rom
10:12, 13)!
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It seems clear also that Luke means to underline a contrast in 48, 49: 'Daughter,
thy faith hath made thee whole' and 'your daughter is dead'. While Jesus was speaking
the one word, the servants of Jairus was speaking the other. And it was when Jesus heard
the word that was spoken, He spoke another word, a word of power, to Jairus: 'Be not
afraid, only believe'. Always there is the emphasis on the word of Christ.

Here is another point. The healing of the woman is represented almost incidentally,
in the by-going, so to speak, while Christ was on His way to Jairus® house. "A wayside
miracle", as Spurgeon puts it, "an extra of grace, a sort of over-splash of the great
fountain of mercy. The cup of our Lord's power was full - full to the brim - and He was
bearing it to the house of the ruler of the synagogue. This poor creature did but receive a
drop which He spilt on the way". How often our Lord works that way! One thinks of
how, in a service designed for the deepening of spiritual life in the Lord's people, and
for their building up in grace, one woman who had known much suffering in life,
suddenly seeing the application of the word to her condition, opened her heart to Christ
and entered into life and peace. An over-splash from the fountain indeed!
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We now look at the stories separately, beginning with the woman with the issue of
blood. It is a moving picture that is presented. Here is a woman at her wits' end, in
extremity, and ready to despair. But something else is presented also: the good news of
the gospel is that there is a compassionate Saviour, ready to help. And, despairing
though she was, she found help and salvation, and was sent away into peace, because
she was ready to come to Him, and was not prepared to let anything stop her. This is
really the whole pattern of the gospel - and when these three conditions obtain, the
same kind of miracle can happen today as then.

There are two points in particular to note: the first concerns how this poor woman
was there in the crowd round about Jesus. Luke does not tell us, but Mark does (5:27)
that she came because she had heard of Jesus - heard of the miracles He had performed
up to this point in His ministry, and on hearing, faith had been born in her heart
concerning Him, and a conviction that here was Someone Who could help her and
bring her relief. This has surely something to say to us in the Church today. We hear
about the importance of 'non-verbal' forms of communication, but one begs leave to
wonder whether this poor woman would ever have learned about Jesus if people had
not spoken to her, and told her about His mighty works. Here is the function and
significance of true Christian testimony - to noise abroad the Saviour's Name, to speak
well of Him in such a way that news gets round that there is a living Saviour who is
great and wonderful, and able, willing and ready to help and save.

© 2005-6 Rev Dr W J U Philip

James Philip Bible Readings in Luke (1978/79) 152 8:40-56

148) 8:40-56

The second point is this: though she had heard of Christ, and heard truly, her grasp
of what she had heard was pretty frail, for her faith, real and authentic as it was, was
mixed with a kind of superstition, and she thought that touching His garment would
bring her healing. Jesus' response was, not 'Who touched My garment?' but 'Who
touched Me?' Her faith was real, though mixed with superstition and misunderstanding.
Not that Christ was content, or ever is, that this should be so. Indeed, part of His
confrontation with her after the healing was to correct that misunderstanding. But look
at the reality of it! What she was convinced about was that power resided in Him,
belonged to Him, and that it would be communicated to her if only she could touch
Him. It could flow to her, and would, if only contact could be made. This, in fact,
means that she had discerned the principle and purpose of the Incarnation, for in the
Incarnation Christ has come into contact with needy humanity, and in His Cross and
victory He has accomplished in the absolute sense what can best be called a great,
divine exchange, in which all that is His becomes ours, and all that is ours He takes on
Himself. And personal faith is the 'bridge' over which this 'exchange' is made, whereby
His power and grace are given us, and our sickness given to Him. He took this woman's
need, and took it with Him to the Cross. The exchange did take place, for 'virtue went
out of Him".
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There was more misunderstanding still, however. She made to slip away
unnoticed, and would have done so, if Jesus had not called her back and into the open.
The misunderstanding was her false idea that the healing was something separate from
Him and could be had without Him or without any relationship to Him. But it is futile to
want forgiveness in isolation from the rest of the gospel. We receive forgiveness when
we receive Him. We must beware of looking for the benefits of Christianity without
Christ. It was after she was brought into the open by Jesus, after the healing of the
body, that Jesus said, 'Daughter, go in (to) peace: thy faith hath made thee whole.' The
'daughter' emphasis is very significant: she who by her disease had been ostracised,
despised, shunned, held in suspicion, was welcomed into the family of God. 'Go', said
Jesus - and it was into a future bright with hope, and into a new life. And surely the
confrontation, by which she was brought out into the open, was infinitely worthwhile,
however traumatic it may have been for her! So often, we are unwilling to have
ourselves 'put right' in this way, and so often, in thus withholding ourselves, we miss
God's best. Is not this a lesson worth learning?
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What must Jairus have been thinking all the time this was going on? He would
hardly have been human if he had not felt impatience, even resentment, at this
interruption which delayed Christ when his daughter was at the point of death. But this
is not how Jesus looked at it. He said: 'Be not afraid; only believe'. And therefore, we
must assume that this delay was a necessary experience for Jairus, needful for him, to
test faith and strengthen it. There is something important here. It teaches us: 'Do not fret
when others' needs seem to be met, while the answer to yours is delayed. Only believe.
Think rather, for your encouragement, that if He can help the other He can help you
too, and meet your needs.' Jairus' faith was tested to the uttermost. It was one thing to
believe Jesus could do something, while she was dying, but quite another to believe He
could do it when she was dead. It was surely the darkest hour in Jairus' life - and over
against it, Christ gave him a simple word: 'Be not afraid, only believe'. And Jairus was
sustained by the bare word of Christ. An old Scottish divine used to speak of the need to
'trust in the bare word of a promising God'. This is how it was with Jairus, and this is
how it often must be with us also, in spiritual life.
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Another point in the Jairus story relates to something that was said in the account of
the stilling of the storm (8:22-25). That storm was stilled, and Jesus could still it, only
because another storm was to be stilled - that of Divine wrath - in the death He was to
die. The same can be said in this situation also: the raising of Jairus' daughter from the
dead was possible only because of, and on the strength of His victory in His own
resurrection from the dead. Before the decisive battle of His death on the Cross and His
rising again, which sealed to Him His power and authority (cf Phil 2:9ff, Matt 28:18), He
was already using that power, and exercising that Lordship in an anticipatory fashion,
anticipating His victory, working miracles on trust, as it were, on the basis of the victory
He was to accomplish on the Cross. Sometimes, on buying goods in a shop, we say, 'I'll
take these on account', and pay later. This, so to speak, is what Jesus did. He went into
the dark store of death and said, pointing to the dead body of Jairus' little girl, 'I'll take
this one on account. Put it down to Me, I'll pay later'. All the miracles He performed
were performed on this basis, on the strength of the death He was to die and the price
He was to pay.
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The raising of Jairus' daughter is, however, something else also: it is an illustration
of something much greater, which is Christ's primary purpose in His dealings with men,
and indeed in His having come into the world. Death, as we know it, is the wages of
sin, and He has come to deal with the terrible problem of sin itself. And so, as well as
raising the dead in the physical sense, He is also, and supremely, concerned to raise
them in the spiritual sense, and to give them newness of life. And this is far more like
His resurrection than the raising of Jairus' daughter was. For spiritual resurrection -
regeneration - is not a return to any 'status-quo', as hers undoubtedly was, but a new
kind of life altogether: 'If any man be in Christ, he is a new creation; old things are
passed away; behold all things are become new'. This is salvation - spiritual
resurrection, being raised from the dead, given new life, new birth —

He speaks, and listening to His voice
New life the dead receive.

The miracle here is therefore, in its deepest message, an illustration of our Lord's
own words in John 5:25, "The hour is coming, and now is, when the dead shall hear the
voice of the Son of God: and they that hear shall live."
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This is one of the passages in the gospels in which we can get a good deal of help
in interpretation if we compare it with the parallel passages in Matt 10 and Mark 6
(Matthew's account especially is much fuller than Luke's), looking also at the contexts of
these accounts in the other gospels. By so doing it is possible the better to see the
message that this passage has for us today. Our concern must be to understand the
meaning and significance of this sending forth of the disciples. What part did it play in
the scheme of the gospel at this point? Does it constitute a problem for us today, and if
so, in what respect? Very different answers have been given to these questions. Some
take these verses literally, and have sought to fulfil them to the letter; others have
insisted that they have no relevance for us as a pattern of ministry today, that they
applied only to the disciples, and that only on this specific occasion, Calvin says that we
have here not so much 'perpetual apostleship' as 'temporary preaching, which was fitted
to awaken and excite the minds of men that they might be more attentive to hear Christ'.
'Christ employed them as assistants only, to secure attention to Him where His voice
could not reach - to arouse expectation that the time of the promised restoration is at
hand'. We continue in this thought in tomorrow's Note.
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Let us consider this idea of Christ's sending the disciples out to assist Him in the
spreading of His message. This is where the context can help us. According to Mark, the
sending out of the Twelve follows immediately upon the verses which record the
unbelief of Nazareth and Galilee. In Mark 6:6, we read that Jesus marvelled because of
their unbelief; and His reaction to this was to go round the villages teaching. Then He
sent forth His disciples, two by two, to do the same. It was firstly, then, because of the
unresponsiveness of the people, and the unbelief of the district, that He sent forth the
disciples. The unbelief was a challenge, and this is how the challenge was met. The
patient teaching of the Word of God - under that influence there is always the possibility
of a change, and that the light might break through to men. In Matthew's version, we see
that the sending forth is grounded in the compassion of Christ (9:36-38, 10:1ff). He saw
the people as sheep without a shepherd, and this drew His compassion (seeing them, as
He did, as a harvest to be reaped for God), and prompted Him to send the disciples out
to do the reaping. The implication of all this? Since the disciples were sent forth because
of Christ's compassion, they were therefore being commissioned to be channels of that
compassion, and the way they ware to be channels was through the preaching of the
kingdom of God. Channels of Christ's compassion and power - in face of the
lostness of the people and of their unresponsiveness and unbelief. This is the light in
which we need to understand the specific instructions which our Lord gave to them.

© 2005-6 Rev Dr W J U Philip



James Philip Bible Readings in Luke (1978/79) 159 9:1-9

James Philip Bible Readings in Luke (1978/79) 160 9:1-9

155) 9:1-9

We do not think there is any need to assume a literal interpretation of these
instructions, as some have done, to make them an invariable rule of conduct. They were
not so, even in the early Church itself, and this is not the pattern we see in Acts, except
in principle. And in Luke 22:35, 36, we have an express contradiction of Jesus' words
here. The words in italics, except in principle, however are important; and it is the
principles inherent in these instructions that we must heed. The disciples were to be
instruments of Christ's compassion, and therefore anything that would hinder them from
so being must be ruthlessly and faithfully forsaken. This is the point of the three
considerations that we now underline.

First of all, one basic keynote in these verses is simplicity. One is reminded of
Paul's familiar metaphor of the athlete. The athlete is in training, and he is stripped of
anything that might hinder him from attaining his objective and winning his event. There
is a great challenge here, both for personal life and for the corporate life of the Church.
If we have a work to do, and a message to proclaim, everything must be subservient to
the one over-riding aim of getting it across and getting it done. Anything that might
prove an encumbrance to its proper and worthy fulfilment must be resolutely cast away.
We must, as the Apostle says, lay aside every weight. One has only to look into Acts to
see that the Apostles measured up very truly to the spirit, if not the letter, of these verses.
And the Church has always been most effective in the world when she has been-content
to be simple in this sense. It is when many encumbrances have obscured her real task
and purpose that she has lost ground and lost influence among men.
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What is true of the Church in general is also true of believers in particular. It is
possible to be beguiled from the simplicity that is in Christ (cf 2 Cor 11:3), both as to
doctrine and as to conduct. One has known many who in their early Christian days
were devoted and dedicated soul winners and evangelists and burned with holy
conviction, who in later years have become expansive and broadened, with many new
ideas that they would once have regarded - and with good reason -as dangerous and
wrong; and a glory has departed from their lives and their testimony. As to conduct, one
does not think of 'bad' or 'questionable' things, as such, but simply things, good in
themselves or in different circumstances, which the believer simply cannot afford to
indulge, if he wants to win the race. The fact is, worldly interests, worldly
considerations, worldly people, compete and battle for our allegiance and for our time;
and there is nothing so sad as to see the shadow of the world's hand coming over a
Christian's life, gradually, steadily, imperceptibly, and see them becoming beguiled from
the simplicity of Christ by a way of living in which there is nothing that could be called
wrong as such, but things that in the light of his calling are unwise and ill-advised,
things that matter where training for a race is concerned. The confectionary of life! The
issue is this: the compassion of Christ is to be let through, and His power is to reach out
to men through us - but the channels get clogged up - by the confectionary!
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The second keynote in these verses is the undoubted note of urgency. This is
implicit also in the metaphor of the athlete. There is a great sense of urgency about him;
he is always racing against time. And this is one of the things that enables him to put first
things first. It is not a question of anything hysterical, but rather a steady, pulsing
consciousness that destiny is involved - eternal destiny. It is not all the same whether or
not the message is obscured by the half-heartedness of lives cluttered up with
worldliness, lives with too many other irons in the fire - business, cultural, recreational
irons - for them ever really to tell for Christ.

The third keynote in the passage — and this is made explicit in Matthew's version
(10:8) - is that of utter self-giving: 'Freely ye have received, freely give". One thinks of
Paul's words in 2 Cor 12:15, "l will very gladly spend and be spent for you..." Paul
literally gave himself away. He lived out John 3:16 in his experience, laying himself on
the altar (cf Phil 2:17), becoming broken bread and poured out wine for the life of the
world. As one famous missionary once put it, "Blood of our own must attest our faith in
the precious blood of Christ if we would share and show forth the victory of the Cross".
Does this spirit characterise our life and testimony?

One wonders what is the significance of the reference to Herod in 7-9. It may be to
underline what has just been said about the sense of urgency and destiny that fills the
passage. For here was a man for whom the sands of time finally ran out, and he became
a lost soul.
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The account of the feeding of the five thousand stands in marked contrast to the
reference in the previous verses to king Herod's unbelief, as if to underline that such
unbelief (leading to his rejection) takes place in the context and in the face of the grace
of God that is able to meet all and every need. It is the only miracle recorded by all four
gospel writers, and this must be a measure of the importance it had in the mind of the
early Church (cf Mark 6:34, Matt 14:13-21, John 6:1ff). There are different ways of
studying the miracle. One is to take it quite simply and in and by itself, as a miracle of
Christ's power. This yields its own important lessons. But the more one studies it, in its
context and in its associations, and in the significant pointers that some words and
phrases give to interpretation, the more one sees that there is more to this story than at
first meets the eye, and more to it than a simple story of miracle working. What we
mean is this: In Mark's account (6:39) there is a graphic detail that commentators are
quick to seize upon - green grass is mentioned, and it is observed that this would make
the time of the miracle that of the Passover season (later, the grass would be withered by
the hot sun). This is confirmed explicitly in John 6:4). This is a highly symbolic fact. For
the Old Testament Passover itself was a shadow of things to come, and illustrates
Christ's death on the Cross. Christ is the Passover Lamb, as Paul tells us in 1 Cor 5:7,
and it is by His death that He becomes the bread of life to men. It was the eating of
the Passover Lamb that symbolised the setting free of the children of Israel from the
bondage of Egypt; and it is the partaking of the flesh and blood of the Son of God that
sets men free from the dark bondage of sin and brings them into the glorious liberty of
the children of God. Jesus was therefore saying something in this symbolic miracle.
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Furthermore, there is a significant association of ideas between these verses and the
previous ones. We spoke of Christ's compassion for the multitudes as being the basis of
His sending out His disciples; and here we read that 'He spake unto them of the
kingdom of God' (11). This, then, was His way of shepherding the lost sheep - by His
Word. And when we take this with John's straightforward interpretation of the miracle in
the spiritual terms of Christ as the bread of life, we get a wonderful picture of the
meaning and purpose of the miracle as being to show that Christ, Who is the bread of
life, is made available to men in the word of the gospel. It is in the preaching of the
Word that the living bread is given to men.

We have already spoken of how the miracles of Jesus demonstrates His Lordship
and Kingship, and this was surely never so graphically seen as here. But it was not only
a manifestation of power, but of creative power. There can be only one adequate
explanation of it - it was the action of a God! The miracle has been a problem to many,
but it can be difficult only for those who do not understand or realise Who He is. When
we realise that this is He by Whom all worlds were made, and by Whom all things are
maintained in existence, then there can be no difficulty in believing that He multiplied
the loaves and the fishes. He created the world out of nothing: why should this be
difficult for Him? Why, indeed!
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A further strand may be added to the pattern, to fill it in. There was a Jewish belief
that the coming of the Messiah and His kingdom would restore again the gift of manna
from heaven (cf John 6:33). The association of ideas here is surely significant and
unmistakeable: Passover - manna - divine provision for the needs of the people of God -
and here it is all enacted before their very eyes - bread from heaven indeed, as the
symbol of everlasting salvation. The miracle was therefore a proclamation of fulfilment,
that the kingdom of God had come, and the Messiah was here. But - what a Messiah!
Not the servant of God only, but God Himself, in the Person of His Son. It is the Creator
Himself (multiplying loaves and fishes, demonstrating His creative power) Who comes
to be the Messiah and Saviour of His people. He Who made all worlds, steps into His
bent and broken creation, to re-make it, to re-create men in His own image. This is the
glory of the Christian revelation, and its scope and power.

There is another kind of symbolism also: there was so little to work on, it seemed —
five loaves and two small fishes. Yet, there was enough and to spare. There is an
important lesson here. To many, the preaching of the gospel seems weak, feeble and
foolish. Men want to see the spectacular in the work of the kingdom. But the Lord
is not in the earthquake or the whirlwind. Not so does the kingdom of God come. The
foolishness of God is wiser than men, and His weakness stronger than men, and the
preaching of the gospel will suffice to feed the souls of men till hunger and thirst
disappear forever from God's creation.
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With these verses we come to one of the climactic points of the gospel record.
Peter's confession at Caesarea Philippi has a twofold significance: first in relation to the
disciples, and their being drawn to faith in Christ, and second, in relation to the
meaning, for them and for us, of Christian faith and Christian discipleship. The passage
is one of cardinal importance for a proper understanding of our Lord's work and
ministry. There were, in fact, two distinct stages in His ministry: up to this point, He had
been concerned to manifest Himself as the promised Messiah. Everything that has been
recorded thus far was designed to point in this direction. His baptism and anointing with
the Spirit had announced Him, to those with eyes to see and ears to hear, as God's
Anointed, the promised Messiah. And everything, from that point to this, underlines the
steady and consistent development of His claim to be that Messiah - His authority man-
ifested and displayed in the mighty works He wrought - miracles, wonders and signs,
which we have interpreted - and rightly interpreted - as credentials of His kingship, and
proofs that His claim was not an idle one. Then, having demonstrated in every possible
way, by deed and by word, His supreme and unique claim, He put this question to His
disciples: "Whom do ye say that | am?" He had, so to speak, presented His case and His
claim, and now He waited for their response and reaction to it.
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But more: when Jesus had elicited the confession of His Messiahship from Peter, He straightway began to
teach them something further and deeper. Having convinced them about His Person, (He now proceeded
to teach them about His Work (in the parallel passage in Mark 8:31, it says 'He began to teach them that
the Son of man must suffer'). This is the second stage, the second strand, in His teaching ministry. And it
was only when the first had been established that He could go on to the second. Briefly, we can put it this
way: the earthly ministry of Jesus was occupied with two things - first, to establish that He was the
Messiah, and second, that the Messiah must suffer in order to reign. It is impressive to see the new and
deeper note in Christ's teaching from this point onwards. It is as if we were seeing the shadow of the cross
touching the pass of the disciple band right on to Calvary. It was a note the disciples were slow to
understand (as we see from Matthew's and Mark's account of Peter's reaction to that teaching), and it
filled them with a great foreboding. From this point onwards there was a chill and dread on them.In thus
teaching, Jesus was simply following the Old Testament pattern laid out for Him in His Father's Word.
For, in fact, the teaching of the Old Testament concerning the Messiah is in two strands. There are many
prophecies which speak of Messiah as the glorious King that was to come, the Prince of Peace, of whom
it was said that the government would be upon his shoulder, the one who in the fulness of the time was to
be the King of the Jews.
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But there is also another strand, which speaks of a Suffering One; and the Jews, by
and large, never understood this, which was like a minor motif in the grand symphony
of the Coming One. Again and again it breaks out in the Old Testament revelation: but
they could not reconcile it with the other. Clearly, to Peter, the idea that the Messiah
should suffer was abhorrent. It is clear also that the early Church thought that this
twofold teaching was of the supremest importance - the fact that Jesus was the promised
Messiah, and the fact that the promised Messiah must needs suffer (cf Acts 17:2,3 -this
was ever the burden of Paul's evangelistic message to the Jews and in the synagogues in
which he preached). In this connection let us remember that the gospels simply
represent what the early Church believed about Christ. They faithfully reflect His
twofold ministry and teach-that He was the Messiah and that He must suffer. It was the
preaching of this that constituted for them the preaching of the gospel, the basis on
which God offered a free and full forgiveness and the gift of life to all who believed on
His Name.

Here, then, is the relevance of the passage for us: a twofold thrust, first of all, that
this Jesus, the historical Figure we see in the record, is the long-promised Messiah,
foretold in inspired Writ as the One whom God would send; and, secondly, that the way
He was to become the Saviour was to suffer and die on the Cross, and rise again the
third day for our salvation.
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The 'fulfilment of prophecy' argument was one pre-eminently calculated to impress
the Jews, but surely it is impressive to all who think. What in effect it is saying is this:
Here is a book, the Old Testament, which for centuries prophesied the coming of a King
who would establish a kingdom in righteousness, and prophesied that that kingdom
should be established through the sufferings and death of the King for the sins of His
people. For centuries, that message as a matter of fact and of history was proclaimed.
And then - it happened! It came to pass. The King came. In the historical Figure of Jesus
of Nazareth the age-old prophecies were seen to work themselves out and fulfil
themselves. He lived, and suffered and died, and rose again, according to the Scriptures,
as God said He would, and then the kingdom began to be established in the hearts and
lives of men. All over the ancient world the promises of God were fulfilled through Him
-lives were blessed and transformed, blind eyes were opened, men turned from darkness
to light, and from the power of Satan unto God. It happened! The argument from
prophecy is one that cannot lightly be set aside or ignored. What do you make of that, it
says? This is the thrust, for us, of the question Jesus asked His disciples that day at
Caesarea Philippi.
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It is true that the disciples did not understand Jesus' teaching about the necessity for
His death, and that they could not fathom the connection between His death and their
salvation. But when the Spirit came, as He did, to them, enlightening their eyes, then
they understood. And their whole message became centred on the Cross. It became their
glory, their joy, and the power that changed their lives (cf Gal 6:14, 1 Cor 1:23, Rom
5:8). And when we, in turn, having listened to the gospel word about Christ, begin to be
gripped by a persuasion and conviction concerning Him, and about the truth and reality
of the gospel, we must also recognise that this is not something that we have come to by
a process of reasoning and understanding, though it comes through that. It is the work
of the Spirit of God to produce in us such a conviction (cf Matt 16:17). The eyes of our
understanding are opened by Him, so that we see the truth. But, having said that - and it
needs to be said - we must go on to say something else also. For by itself it is not
enough. Light in the mind is not the same as life in the soul. And the essence of true
Christian experience - that which makes Christian experience authentic and real - is that
the illumination of the mind leads, in a genuine work of God, to a wholehearted
committal to all that that illumination implies. It is significant that Jesus not only
proceeded at this point to teach the disciples that He, the Son of man, must suffer: He
also said that they, His disciples, must be associated with Him in His sufferings. In other
words, for Christian experience to be real, the response, under spiritual illumination, to
confess Christ as the Saviour and Lord from heaven, means, implies and involves a total
commitment to Him, which brings us into union with Him in His death and
resurrection, a dying to sin and a living unto God. This is what Caesarea Philippi meant.
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The story of the Transfiguration of Jesus is a marvellously deep and mysterious one,
full of symbolic meaning and allusion. It is the kind of passage that repays long and
careful contemplation, and the more one ponders it, the more it yields up different kinds
of lessons on different spiritual levels. It took place a week after the great confession
at Caesarea Philippi. Jesus took the three disciples, Peter, James and John with Him up
Mount Hermon, and as He prayed, the fashion of His countenance changed, and His
raiment became white and glistering. He 'appeared in glory', and all the hillside glowed
as it was bathed in His light. In the midst of this astonishing, supernatural manifestation,
two other figures appeared, whom the disciples recognized as Moses and Elijah, who
spoke with Him of the death He was to fulfil at Jerusalem. Peter wanted to build three
tabernacles to commemorate the occasion, but a voice from the cloud bade him be
silent and listen to Jesus: 'This is My beloved Son: hear Him'. What are