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Luke 4 – 6 Notes

4:1-13  The Devil tempts Jesus

Now that John the Baptist has announced Jesus as the Christ (anointed one, Messiah) and Luke has demonstrated that Jesus is the “new Adam” who will save the human race, the Devil attempts to sabotage the mission.

In preparation for his earthly work, Jesus spends time in the Judean wilderness (which is a lot like our Badlands), led by the Spirit and disciplining his flesh with a severe fast.

The devil tries to get Jesus to abuse his God-given role by saying, “If you are the Son of God…”  People still do this today, saying, “If you were a true Christian, you would…”  It’s an effort to get our hearts and minds away from what God might want us to do and to give into our flesh, which wants to please itself through approval from others.
Luke, like Matthew, lists three temptations.  Mark does not spell them out; he only notes that the devil tempted Jesus in the wilderness.  Matthew 4 and Luke 4 have them in a slightly different order, but the overall meaning of the event is the same.

In Luke’s account, the devil offers a) relief of Jesus’ hunger, b) earthly political power and c) supernatural showing off.  He still does it today, by making the church a place for “health and wealth,” causes and theatrics that can take away from the message of salvation through faith in Christ.

Notice that Jesus always resists the temptations by quoting the Bible.  This is a demonstration of what is stated in Ephesians 6:10-20, where the “sword of the Spirit” is the word of God.  It is our “weapon” against temptations and deceptions.  

The devil regroups and, in the third temptation, he uses the Bible (Psalm 91) to make the temptation sound “holy.”  Jesus answers with Scripture to explain Scripture, and the devil gives up “until an opportune time.”  This refers to Jesus’ passion and crucifixion.  It is the devil who incites others to challenge Jesus to come down from the cross (see Luke 23:35-39).
4:14 Jesus begins his earthly ministry

He is filled with the Holy Spirit and is well received at first.

4:16-30  Jesus is rejected in his home town

Jesus was born in Bethlehem, because Joseph had to go to his ancestral city for the Roman census.  But he was raised in Nazareth, a hill top town in the northern part of the country.

He comes there on a Sabbath (Friday sunset thru Saturday sunset is the Jewish Sabbath).  He goes to the synagogue “as was his custom.”  He always makes it a point to observe the Law, even though he is going to be the New Covenant himself.  So he “honors the Sabbath and keeps it holy,” according to the Commandment.

Jesus is already respected as a rabbi (teacher) (see 4:14), so those in charge of the synagogue invite him to read the Scripture and comment on it.  He reads just two verses from Isaiah 61 and tells the congregation that God’s promises to save the people are fulfilled now that he (Jesus) is present.
At first, the people are impressed with his “gracious words.”  But then Jesus takes it in an unexpected direction, by reminding them of two Old Testament stories in which God favored foreigners over Jews.  Jesus is beginning to challenge their idea of a warrior-Messiah who will establish a Jewish kingdom.  He is starting to identify himself as the savior of all humanity, showing God’s favor to unexpected people.


This angers the crowd and they seek to throw him off a cliff, but he simply walks on (it seems that God deterred the crowd from killing him, because it was not the right time in God’s plan.)

4:31-41  Signs of power

Jesus accompanies his preaching with healings and exorcisms, signs of the divine authority behind his words.  

4:42-44  Jesus travels about, preaching

People want to keep him around, but he heads south into Judea in order to carry out his mission, spreading the new of God’s salvation.

5:1-11 Jesus calls his first followers

This passage, unique to Luke, helps explain why the fishermen were so quick to follow him.  It was more than just, “Come, follow me.”  He had performed a miracle for them, in their own familiar workplace on the lake.  

It is worth noting that we sometimes romanticize all of his apostles as poor and downtrodden.  But the first four - Simon, Andrew (not mentioned here by Luke), James and John - had enough of a business to require partnerships and multiple boats.  They were competent, established professional men.  Still, they “left everything and followed him,” sacrificing stability (as he sacrificed his privileged place in heaven) to save others.

5:12-26  Healings and questions of Jesus’ authority

Jesus heals a man with a skin disease, and commands that the man respond in all of the ways commanded by the Law of Moses (see Leviticus 14).  Jesus has come to fulfill the Law by obeying its details.

Notice in 5:16 that Jesus, by sharing our human nature, must deal with the limitations of our flesh.  The Son must find solitary, intimate time with the Father in prayer – in heaven there is perfect unity in the Holy Spirit.  Jesus, in human flesh, can be “interrupted” from the perfect unity of Father, Son and Spirit.  Likewise, he can become weak.  He must “recharge” after healing.  (See Mark 5:30) 

The next healing is of a paralyzed man carried to Jesus by friends.  Jesus, aware that a team of religious leaders is there to evaluate him, tells the man, “Your sins are forgiven.”  This is a “God-sized” statement that scandalizes the religious leaders.  Jesus then demonstrates his divine authority by healing the man of his paralysis.
Although Jesus shares the limitations of our human body, he is still fully divine, God the Son.  This is called the “hypostatic union,” and if you have a Prayer Book handy, you can explore this on the top of page 864.

5:27-32 Calling Levi/Matthew and the challenge over ministering to “sinners”

Compare this with Matthew 9:9.   It is likely that Levi was his given name, and that is the name used in Mark and Luke.  But Matthew in Hebrew is a form of “gift of God,” and is likely a nickname given to him by Jesus (he called Simon “Peter,” the rock, and James and John he dubbed “sons of thunder”).  
Levi, as a tax collector, was an object of great disgust and hatred among his fellow Jews.  He was seen as a collaborator with the Romans, and tax collectors were known to inflate the amount due in order to skim for themselves.
But, just as with the honest and respectable fishermen, Jesus issues the same call, “Follow me.”  He apostles become diverse; he has those who left reputable and successful careers, and now he adds one who walks away from a disreputable, poorly paid job.  The church will always be a mix of people, some being humbled and some lifted up, all following Jesus on the same path.

This leads into a dinner at Levi’s house, which disgusts the religious leaders even more.  Jesus tells them that it is his (God’s) purpose to save sinners rather than throw them away.  He is critical of religion that fails to offer the compassion of God to fallen people.  But notice how he does this through personal contact, sitting down to eat with all kinds of folks.  He doesn’t ask the religion to embrace the sins – but to reach out to the sinners.  He’s not against uprightness, just “uptight uprightness.”

5:33-38  The question about fasting

Still not satisfied, the religious leaders want to know why Jesus and his followers are not as hardcore about fasting as are other groups of Jews.  (They recognize Jesus as one rabbi among many, and are trying to get at what his “school” of Judaism is all about).  

Jesus answer is provocative – he points to himself again as “the life of the party.”  It is another claim about his divine nature.  

He tells them that they all need to be made new – “new garments, new wineskins” – if they are to hold the new thing that God is doing through Jesus.  This refers to the New Covenant, salvation by faith in Jesus rather than by keeping the Law of Moses.  They must change their thinking if they are to receive him.

Jesus is being humorous – sarcastic even – in verse 39.  He’s basically saying, “But most of you won’t change.  You’ll say, ‘Hey, we’ve always done it this other way.’”
6:1-11 Jesus turns up the controversy

By breaking rules against “work on the Sabbath,”  Jesus declares himself “Lord of the Sabbath,” another God-sized statement (v. 5).  Note that Jesus isn’t doing routine work, which would violate the Commandment against work on the Sabbath.  He’s allowing for the relief of hunger and the healing of sickness.  He is saying that God’s purposes are above hyper-religious rules.  
At v. 11, the authorities are now trying to find a way to stop Jesus.  He’s gone too far in declaring himself a divine being and violating their perception of Sabbath rules.

6:12-16 The Twelve Apostles

Jesus spends and entire night in prayer before selecting twelve to be “apostles,” meaning “those who are sent.”  All of his followers are “disciples,” but these 12 are given authority to go ahead of him to places that he will visit, and to represent his message and its power.

Luke, along with Matthew and Mark, list Bartholomew, who is called Nathanael in John’s Gospel.  Bartholomew means “son of Tholmai,” so that is a family name – any of his brothers would have been called that as well.  Nathanael means “God has given” and was his given name.

Judas, the son of James, is called Thaddeus in other Gospels, likely to help prevent confusion with Judas Iscariot.

Notice how they are identified in pairs.  Jesus would send them out as pairs, never solo.  The church is a body from its earliest moments.  We all need others in order to effectively represent our Lord.

Also, the incredible diversity of the church becomes even more intense with this group.  Simon was a “Zealot,” a member of the group urging and practicing armed resistance to the Romans.  It is amazing that he is part of a small group with Levi (now called Matthew) the tax collector, considered a collaborator.  Jesus asked them to leave important parts of their worldly identities aside in order to follow him, and to embrace others they were inclined to hate.  I am reminded of Tricia Andor’s comment about Good Shepherd, “You have lots of different bumper stickers in your parking lot.”  This is a great compliment to the extent that we accept one another, despite profound differences – our struggle is always to put Jesus first over and above our causes and preferences.
6:17-49  The Sermon on the PLAIN

Some commentaries will say that this is the same as the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5 – 7.  It contains some of the same material.  I hold open the probability that this is a separate sermon, and that it is only natural that Jesus would repeat some of the same material in different sermons in different places.

Matthew’s presentation of a long sermon notes that Jesus went up on a mountain.  Luke tells us that Jesus was on a “level place.” In both Gospels, Jesus directs his teaching to his committed followers rather than to the large crowd that was following them around.
It starts out with some of the same well known “Beatitudes” (statements of blessing or happiness) which are in Matthew 5.  One difference is that on the mountain (Matthew), Jesus says “blessed are the poor in spirit” while in Luke it is just, “Blessed are the poor,” meaning those who are without material wealth.

The list of Beatitudes is shorter in Luke, but both Luke and Matthew present Jesus finishing with a blessing on those who suffer persecution for following him.

In Luke, Jesus goes on to state a series of “woes” – bad news to those who seem to be “on top.”  This is the same theme that is present in Mary’s song in Luke 1.  It is a major part of how Luke understands Jesus: his mission overthrows the power structure of this world.  The rich, well supplied, content and popular need to evaluate their lives, because satisfaction with these things can become a trap that keeps them earth-bound and separated from God.  (Jesus will amplify this later, in his parable of the rich man and Lazarus in chapter 16).

He urges his followers to show the same mercy that he is showing, which is the will of the Father in heaven.  Forgive others, do good even to enemies.  Live sacrificially, and “you will show yourselves to be sons of the Most High” (v. 35), in other words, like Jesus himself (he is called “son of the Most High” by the Angel Gabriel when he visits Mary in Chapter 1).  
vv. 37-38 use the image of buying grain or other dry-measure good in the marketplace.  To the extent that we load others up with mercy, God will load us with mercy for our sins.  If we pile condemnation on others, God will lay condemnation on us.

vv. 39 -42 is a humorous illustration encouraging us to look to our own conduct before judging others.  Hypocrisy is an easy trap into which we might fall, as if we were trying to get a speck out of someone else’s eye while we have a big chunk of debris in our own.

But vv. 43-45 tell us that we must be wise as well.  Being merciful does not mean failing to identify evil or ignoring it.  “A tree is known by its fruit.”  We can recognize good and evil by the impact of others’ lives, assuming we are honest about our own lives first.  Jesus is saying that what goes on in our hearts and what comes out in our lives will ultimately match up.  
The sermon (and the chapter) ends with an exhortation to put the words into practice, by making them our way of life.  Hearing and applying the teaching of Jesus is like building a house on a sound foundation; anything else is like plopping our house on a bed of sand.  
This is not to say that being a Christian will spare us difficulty and losses in this life – look again vv. 23-24 !  The faithful will be hated and hounded by the world.  But in the final storm that all must face – our death and final judgment by God – those who have put Jesus’ words into practice can expect to stand because of the rock – Jesus himself – who is their foundation.
Discussion questions

The Sermon on the Plain is challenging stuff.  It is worth discussing which of Jesus’ teachings are hardest for the people in your group to put into practice.  

It might lead to a powerful time of prayer if the people in the group share which teachings of Jesus are most challenging to them, and then the group prays for God’s help to do what Jesus says.
