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Luke 1 – 3 Notes

1:1-4 Luke’s purpose

Although not an eyewitness to Jesus’ ministry on earth, Luke researched eyewitness accounts.  Most scholars note that Luke (and Matthew) seem to have relied upon Mark as one source, since they follow Mark’s general outline of events.  Matthew, Mark and Luke are known as “the synoptic Gospels” because they follow a similar outline (synopsis) of events.

Luke writes for “Theophilus.”  The name means “friend of God,” and there are different ideas about this.  It might be his way of saying “any Christian,” since it is written to confirm what Christians have learned (verse 4).  It might be an actual name, since the title “most excellent” is a way of honoring individuals (see 
Acts 24:2 for an example).  In Acts 1:1, Theophilus is mentioned again, revealing Luke as the author of both the Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles, the first book of church history.

1:5-25 Zechariah and Elizabeth

We will see later on that Luke is writing to help non-Jews understand that Jesus is their Savior, too.  But having researched the eyewitnesses, he begins with by showing how Jesus first fulfilled the Old Testament.

Luke first gives us an historical reference point, placing events in the reign of Herod the Great, who was the Roman-appointed ruler of Judea for almost 40 years prior to the birth of Jesus (verse 5).

We learn that Zechariah is a priest of the Jerusalem Temple, and that his wife Elizabeth is descended from Aaron, the brother of Moses and first High Priest of Israel.  They are both faithful observers of the Old Covenant, but are childless, which is seen as a curse among the Jewish people at that time.  This does not make sense, since they are both righteous people – it turns out to be part of God’s plan.
Zechariah is selected to offer incense to God in the Temple, which is a great honor.  Incense was offered at morning and evening ceremonies every day, as part of the offerings for the sins of the people.  People are gathered praying outside, as they could not enter until the offering was accomplished by the priest.
Like the prophet Isaiah (see Isaiah 6), Zechariah receives a divine visit and guidance in the Temple.  The angel Gabriel appears and tells Zechariah that his prayers will be answered.  This has two meanings – it is likely that he offered personal prayers for a child, but in his priestly duties he was also praying for the salvation of his people.  God is revealing an answer to both prayers.

The child is to be named “John,” which in Hebrew means “God has been gracious.”  The child is to be dedicated to God – he will be “in the spirit and power of Elijah,” the Old Testament prophet who Jews expected to reappear prior to the coming of the Messiah (that’s Hebrew for “the anointed one”, in Greek it is Christos – anointing is marking with oil as a sign of authority and power).  He will “make ready for the Lord a people prepared.”  

Because Zechariah doubts the message, he is struck dumb until the child’s birth.  Obviously, his wife liked him better when he wasn’t talking so much, because they immediately conceive the child!  This “takes away the reproach” – the curse that people assumed was on Elizabeth as a childless woman.
1:26-38  Mary and the promise of her child

Gabriel now appears to Mary, a virgin who is promised in marriage to Joseph, a descendant of King David.  Again, this is setting up the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy.  God promised David that his offspring would have an everlasting throne (2 Samuel 7:16).
She is to name this child Jesus, meaning “God’s salvation” or “God saves.”  He will be conceived supernaturally, by the work of the Holy Spirit, and be called “Son of the Most High.”  This is an essential part of Christian faith, noted in the Creed – “He was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary” means that Jesus is both God and human, the only being capable of reconciling our human nature to God.

Her response in verse 38 is the greatest affirmation of faith ever spoken, “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word.”

1:39-56  Mary visits Elizabeth

Mary’s pregnancy would have been a scandal, so she goes to stay for awhile with her cousin Elizabeth.  There is great joy shared.  Both are miraculously pregnant, part of a plan that God is putting in place.  John the Baptist, in Elizabeth’s womb, recognizes Jesus as the Savior that he will announce, and kicks for joy.

Mary’s song is called “The Magnificat” and is traditionally used at Evening Prayer.  It introduces an important theme that Luke will express in various ways: God is turning things upside down, humbling what looks strong and lifting up what seems weak.  It also affirms the Old Testament promises “spoken to our fathers, Abraham and his offspring.”
1:57-80 John the Baptist is born

As promised by Gabriel, Zechariah’s speech is restored after Elizabeth gives birth and Zechariah obeys the instruction to name the child John.

Like Mary, Zechariah offers a song of praise.  It is known as “The Benedictus” and is traditionally offered at Morning Prayer.  It predicts the work that John will do, announcing the coming of the Savior in fulfillment of Old Testament promises – “the house of David…spoken by the prophets… the oath to Abraham…”
Possible Application Questions

· Like Zechariah, have you ever let fear or doubt get in the way of something you felt God calling you to do?

· Have you ever been like Mary, saying “Yes” in faith even though the situation seemed impossible?
· Zechariah got his voice back.  Have you ever had an experience of God forgiving you and blessing you after a time that seemed like a punishment?
2:1-21 Merry Christmas!
The mighty rulers of the earth order people around, including Joseph and Mary, who must go to Joseph’s ancestral home (Bethlehem was the hometown of his ancestor, King David) to be enrolled for taxation.  There they give birth in the animal enclosure of a home, because the main area for travelers is full.  (Houses in those days had adjoining enclosures to keep the animals safe at night; the manger was not a cave or a barn as often depicted in art.  More like an attached garage.)

Luke’s theme of God turning things upside down is present in that the Roman Empire seems to be calling the shots, but the really king is the one born in the manger.  Also, Luke tells us that shepherds received the first divine announcement of the Savior’s birth.  Shepherds were looked down on – they were the “burger flipper” jobs in those days.  

OK, we have the shepherds, so, where are the Wise Men?  They’re in Matthew.  You need two Gospels to make a good Christmas pageant!

2:22-38 Jesus is presented in the Temple

The trip to the Temple is more about Mary than Jesus, because it is a “purification” from the bloodshed of childbirth.  

We see that Joseph and Mary were not rich, because they offer doves instead of a more expensive lamb for their purification sacrifice (see Leviticus 12:8).  Again, Luke is telling us that God cares for and is lifting up those who seem to be “least.”

Two prophets bear witness to Jesus while the family is there.  Both are elderly and have been waiting faithfully for God to send the Savior.  Simeon offers words that are offered, like the Magnificat, at Evening Prayer.  His song is called the “Nunc Dimittis” meaning “now you dismiss,” since he is released from his vigil by the arrival of Jesus.  He speaks of the child as the one who will “disclose people’s hearts,” and that Jesus will face opposition as well as bring pain to Mary (a prophesy of the crucifixion.)
Then comes Anna, who was widowed early and lived a long life after.  This is another person “at the bottom” – with no husband and apparently no children, she was almost certainly poor.  But she lived a dedicated life of prayer, and she thanks God for sending the Redeemer, the one who will pay the price for the sins of the people.

2:39-52 Luke gives us our only look at Jesus’ childhood

There were legends about this, but Luke is our only researched information about the years between Jesus’ birth and his adult ministry.

His family returned to Nazareth, where Jesus would grow up.  He was a strong, healthy child.

The family went to observe the Passover in Jerusalem when he was 12.  He gives his parents a big scare when he misses the caravan home, and they go back to the city to search for him.  He is found three days later in the Temple, debating with the religious scholars and giving them impressive answers.  When his parents are upset, he says, “Why were you looking for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house?”  (He means the Temple, the house of his heavenly Father).
Jesus then went home with them and, to fulfill the law so that he could be a perfect sacrifice for us, he lived in obedience to his earthly parents until his adulthood.

Joseph doesn’t appear again after these early accounts.  It is likely that he was much older than Mary, as young girls were usually betrothed by their families to men who had established a good career and property.  We have no report of his death but it is likely that he died during Jesus’ teenage years.

Possible Application Questions

· Who are people who guided your life as a Christian? 

· Are there people you are guiding in Christian living?

· Jesus was obedient to God in all things.  Are there efforts you are making or need to make in obedience to God? 
· Like Simeon and Anna, are there things you’ve been waiting, hoping and praying for?  Would you like others to join in your prayer?

3:1-22 John the Baptist makes the announcement

Once more, Luke contrasts the seemingly powerful people of this world with the reality that God is changing everything through others who seem weak and trivial.  Former Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams, in his book Christ on Trial, wrote

“…the magnificently obscure Lysanias of Abilene (does Luke – just a little – have his tongue in his cheek by this point?)”  
In other words, the great names that seem to define history in their time are going to be overthrown by the coming of the Savior.

John the Baptist, fulfilling the Old Testament prophets (Isaiah is quoted specifically), calls people to repent of sin and receive salvation instead of wrath from God.  He uses baptism as a sign of repentance, of “cleaning up one’s act.”  It isn’t yet a baptism as Christians understand it – it is still limited to a traditional Jewish sense of temporary moral cleansing.
John makes clear that he is a messenger, but not the Christ.  He points to the coming of “the mightier one” who will “baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire”  (The Christ will bestow new life on some and judgment on others.)

Jesus comes and is baptized to fulfill the demands of the law, even though he has no need of cleansing (this is similar to his obedience to Joseph and Mary, even though he is the Son of God).  At his baptism, the Holy Spirit and the Father’s voice identify Jesus as the Son of God – it is a brief revelation of the Holy Trinity as the invisible Father speaks from above, the Holy Spirit descends and the Son is identified in the flesh on earth.
3:23-38 Jesus’ family tree

Yes, this looks like a passage you’ll want to skip, but there’s some important stuff in it.

There are two of these genealogies in the Gospels.  The other is Matthew 1:1-17.  Matthew wrote for Jewish readers, and his family tree traces Jesus back to Abraham, to emphasize Jesus as the fulfillment of the Old Testament promises.  Matthew also traces Jesus by royal succession (David to Solomon, etc., affirming God’s promises of David’s eternal dynasty in the Messiah); Luke instead traces direct family members.  

The most important difference is that Luke goes on to trace Jesus back to Adam, the first man, thus making Jesus the savior of all humanity (not just the Jews).  This is the teaching of St. Paul in I Corinthians 15:45 and in Romans 5.  Luke and Paul went on missionary journeys together in the gentile (non-Jewish) world, so this emphasis is understandable given the Lord’s purpose for them.

Possible Application Questions

· Jesus is the Savior of all people, Luke tells us.  Are there particular groups of people you feel inspired to serve or pray for in his name?

· John the Baptism called people to repent.  Is there something in your life that you need to leave behind or turn away from in order to follow “the way of the Lord”?
· Do you look up to some people (or down on some people) too much?  How do you think that God wants you to see them?
