
LUKE 18:1–14 

 
The Parables of the Persistent Widow and the Tax-Collector 

1 Jesus told them a parable, about how they should always pray and not give up. 
2 ‘There was once a judge in a certain town,’ he said, ‘who didn’t fear God, and didn’t have any 

respect for people. 3 There was a widow in that town, and she came to him and said, “Judge my case! 
Vindicate me against my enemy!” 

4 ‘For a long time he refused. But, in the end, he said to himself, “It’s true that I don’t fear God, and 
don’t have any respect for people. 5 But because this widow is causing me a lot of trouble for me, I will 
put her case right and vindicate her, so that she doesn’t end up coming and giving me a black eye.” 

6 ‘Well,’ said the Master, ‘did you hear what this unjust judge says? 7 And don’t you think that God 
will see justice done for his chosen ones, who shout out to him day and night? Do you suppose he is 
deliberately delaying? 8 Let me tell you, he will vindicate them very quickly. But—when the son of man 
comes, will he find faith on the earth?’ 

9 He told this next parable against those who trusted in their own righteous standing and despised 
others. 

10 ‘Two men’, he said, ‘went up to the Temple to pray. One was a Pharisee, the other was a tax-
collector. 11 The Pharisee stood and prayed in this way to himself: “God, I thank you that I am not like the 
other people—greedy, unjust, immoral, or even like this tax-collector. 12 I fast twice in the week; I give 
tithes of all that I get.” 

13 ‘But the tax-collector stood a long way off, and didn’t even want to raise his eyes to heaven. He 
beat his breast and said, “God, be merciful to me, sinner that I am.” 14 Let me tell you, he was the one 
who went back to his house vindicated by God, not the other. Don’t you see? People who exalt 
themselves will be humbled, and people who humble themselves will be exalted.’ 

Come with me into a court of law, where a civil case is being tried. I haven’t often been in a 
court, but we see them on the television and in the newspapers, and from time to time legal 
cases are widely reported and make history. 

If it wasn’t so serious, it would be like a sporting contest. Here is the plaintiff, claiming 
eagerly that he has been wronged by the person opposing him. He has his team of lawyers, and 
they are arguing the case, producing witnesses, trying to persuade the judge that he is in the 
right. Here, opposite, is the defendant, the man the plaintiff is accusing. He and his team are 
trying to persuade the judge that he is in the right. Though experts who are watching may have 
a sense of which way the verdict is going to go, the result isn’t known until the judge, like a 
referee, finally sums up and announces the result. 

In the ancient Jewish lawcourt, all cases were like that, not just civil ones. If someone had 
stolen from you, you had to bring a charge against them; you couldn’t get the police to do it for 
you. If someone had murdered a relative of yours, the same would be true. So every legal case 
in Jesus’ day was a matter of a judge deciding to vindicate one party or the other: ‘vindication’ 
or ‘justification’ here means upholding their side of the story, deciding in their favour. This 
word ‘justification’, which we meet a lot in Paul but hardly ever in the gospels, means exactly 



this: that the judge finds in one’s favour at the end of the case. (See, e.g., Romans 2:1–16; 3:21–
31; Galatians 2:16–21.) 

These two parables, very different though they are in some ways, are both about 
vindication. The first is more obviously so, since it is actually set in a lawcourt; but here we are 
puzzled at first glance, since, though Jesus clearly intends the judge to stand for God, this judge 
is about as unlike God as possible. He has no respect for God himself, and he doesn’t care 
whether he does the right thing for people or not. The point of the parable is then to say: if 
even a rotten judge like that can be persuaded to do the right thing by someone who pesters 
him day and night until it happens, then of course God, who is Justice in person, and who cares 
passionately about people, will vindicate them, will see that justice is done. 

The parable assumes that God’s people are like litigants in a lawsuit, waiting for God’s 
verdict. What is the lawsuit about? It seems to be about Israel, or rather now the renewed 
Israel gathered around Jesus, awaiting from God the vindication that will come when those who 
have opposed his message are finally routed. It is, in other words, about the same scenario as 
described in the previous chapter: the time when, through the final destruction of the city and 
Temple that have opposed him, Jesus’ followers will know that God has vindicated Jesus 
himself, and them as his followers. Though this moment will itself be terrifying, it will function 
as the liberating, vindicating judgment that God’s people have been waiting and praying for. 
And if this is true of that final moment, it is also true of all such lesser moments, with which 
Christian living is filled. 

The second parable looks at first as though it is describing a religious occasion, but it, too, 
turns out to be another lawsuit. Or perhaps we should say that the Pharisee in the Temple has 
already turned it into a contest: his ‘prayer’, which consists simply of telling God all about his 
own good points, ends up exalting himself by the simple expedient of denouncing the tax-
collector. The tax-collector, however, is the one whose small faith sees through to the great 
heart of God (see 17:6), and he casts himself on the divine mercy. Jesus reveals what the divine 
judge would say about this: the tax-collector, not the Pharisee, returned home vindicated. 

These two parables together make a powerful statement about what, in Paul’s language, is 
called ‘justification by faith’. The wider context is the final lawcourt, in which God’s chosen 
people will be vindicated after their life of suffering, holiness and service. Though enemies 
outside and inside may denounce and attack them, God will act and show that they truly are his 
people. But this doesn’t mean that one can tell in the present who God’s elect are, simply by 
the outward badges of virtue, and in particular the observance of the minutiae of the Jewish 
law. If you want to see where this final vindication is anticipated in the present, look for where 
there is genuine penitence, genuine casting of oneself on the mercies of God. ‘This one went 
home vindicated’; those are among the most comforting words in the whole gospel. 

 

 

 



LUKE 18:15–30 

 
The Rich Young Ruler 

15 People were bringing even tiny babies to Jesus for him to touch them. When the disciples saw it, they 
forbade them sternly. 16 But Jesus called them. ‘Let the children come to me,’ he said, ‘and don’t stop 
them! God’s kingdom belongs to the likes of these. 17 I’m telling you the truth: anyone who doesn’t 
receive God’s kingdom like a child will never get into it.’ 

18 There was a ruler who asked him, ‘Good teacher, what must I do to inherit the life of the age to 
come?’ 

19 ‘Why call me good?’ said Jesus to him. ‘No one is good except God alone. 20 You know the 
commandments: Don’t commit adultery, don’t kill, don’t steal, don’t swear falsely, honour your father 
and mother.’ 

21 ‘I’ve kept them all’, he said, ‘since I was a boy’ 
22 When Jesus heard that, he said to him, ‘There’s just one thing you’re short of. Sell everything you 

own, and distribute it to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come and follow me.’ 
23 When he heard that he turned very sad; he was extremely wealthy. 
24 Jesus saw that he had become sad, and said, ‘How hard it is for those with possessions to enter 

God’s kingdom! 25 Yes: it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to 
enter God’s kingdom.’ 

26 The people who heard it said, ‘So who can be saved?’ 
27 ‘What’s impossible for humans,’ said Jesus, ‘is possible for God.’ 
28 ‘Look here,’ said Peter, ‘we’ve left everything and followed you.’ 
29 ‘I’m telling you the truth,’ said Jesus, ‘everyone who has left house or wife or brothers or parents 

or children, because of God’s kingdom, 30 will receive far more in return in the present time—and in the 
age to come they will receive the life that belongs to that age.’ 

Luke, ever the artist, is building up his great picture with colour after colour, layer after layer of 
paint, until he draws the eye towards the great scene he has in mind when Jesus arrives in 
Jerusalem. He has given us Jesus’ lessons on humility and gratitude. He has given us two 
parables about God’s vindication of his people, both in the future and also, for those with 
humble and penitent faith, in the present. He now builds on both of these, still leading us 
towards Jerusalem, and speaks here of the extraordinary challenge of entering God’s kingdom, 
of sharing the life of the age to come. 

Luke emphasizes how young the babies were that people were bringing to Jesus. Jesus’ 
rebuke to the disciples rings out still today in a world where thousands of children are treated 
as sub-human, as disposable commodities. These are the ones, he says, who most truly show us 
what it means to accept and enter God’s kingdom. There is something about the helplessness 
of children, and their complete trust of those who love and care for them, which perfectly 
demonstrates the humble trust he has been speaking of all along. Jesus doesn’t offer a 
romantic or sentimental view of children; he must have known, in the daily life of a village, and 
through growing up as the oldest of several children, just how demanding and annoying they 
can be. But he sees to the heart of what it means to receive God’s kingdom; it is like drinking in 
one’s mother’s milk, like learning to see—and to smile!—by looking at one’s mother’s eyes and 
face. 



By contrast, the rich ruler who appears so confident, so well organized, so determined, 
looks into the face of the one he calls ‘good’ and turns away sad. He had hoped to impress 
Jesus with his piety and devotion; unlike the ‘sinners’ of whom we have heard so much in the 
previous chapters, he had a clean moral record in keeping the well-known commandments. His 
question, Jesus’ answer, and the subsequent conversation with the crowd and the disciples, 
enable us to see to the heart of what is going on as Jesus approaches Jerusalem. 

Jesus was putting into operation that for which most Jews had longed: God’s kingdom, 
God’s sovereign saving power operating in a new way for the benefit of the whole world. This 
meant that already, in the present, the period of time they spoke of as ‘the age to come’ was 
breaking in. It would come fully in the future, when all evil had been done away with, and then 
those who belonged to it would share ‘the life of the coming age’. Because the word for ‘age’ 
here is often translated ‘eternal’, the phrase ‘eternal life’ has regularly been used to describe 
this life. For many today, this simply means an existence going on and on for ever. This may or 
may not be desirable; opinions will differ. But in any case it doesn’t catch the flavour, the sheer 
excitement, carried by the original. 

In God’s new age, so the Jews believed, everything will be new, fresh, and free from 
corruption, decay, evil, bitterness, pain, fear and death. And that’s just the beginning. There will 
be new possibilities and opportunities, new joys and delights. Heaven and earth will be joined 
together, God and his children will live with each other. That’s the state of things people were 
longing for. It would come about when God finally ruled the world with his saving power. 

And this is what Jesus was bringing in the present. Evil and death, to be sure, were still 
going on all around. Jesus himself had yet to face the full force of the powers of the old age. But 
where he was, and where people with humble and penitent trust accepted that God’s kingdom 
was active in and through him, there the life of the new age began to be seen. 

That was why the rich ruler became sad. In order to inherit the life of the new age, he had 
to abandon the values of the old and trust himself totally to the new, like a diver throwing 
himself forwards into the water. He couldn’t seriously be seeking for the new age if he couldn’t 
abandon the symbols of the old. The commandments were good and important; but if he was 
wedded to possessions—which, as we’ve seen, formed an important symbol of identity for the 
Jews to whom the land had been promised—then he would never be able to accept God’s 
kingdom like a child, with the humble trust that allowed God to be God. The true wealth is to be 
found in the heavenly dimension: ‘treasure in heaven’ doesn’t simply mean the sort of treasure 
you possess after you die, but treasure that’s kept safe in God’s storehouse until the time when 
heaven and earth are brought into their intended unity. 

Already, even in the present time, this new age breaks in to our sad old world. Within the 
life of Christian fellowship there are new homes, new families, new possibilities that open up 
for those who leave behind the old ways. The church is called in every age to be that sort of 
community, a living example of the age to come. In that sort of selfless and trusting common 
life church members themselves, and the world around, can glimpse what God’s new world is 
like, and learn to live that way more and more. 

 



LUKE 18:31–43 

 
Jesus Heals a Blind Beggar 

31 Jesus took the Twelve aside. 
‘Look,’ he said, ‘we’re going up to Jerusalem. Everything that’s written in the prophets about the son 

of man will be fulfilled. 32 Yes: he will be handed over to the pagans; he’ll be mocked, abused and spat 
upon. They will beat him and kill him; 33 and on the third day he’ll be raised.’ 

34 They didn’t understand any of this. The word was hidden from them, and they didn’t know what 
he meant. 

35 As they were getting near Jericho there was a blind man sitting by the road, begging. 36 When he 
heard a crowd passing through the town he asked what was going on. 

37 ‘Jesus of Nazareth is coming by,’ people said to him. 
38 So he shouted out, ‘Jesus—David’s son! Have pity on me!’ 
39 The people who were at the front of the group firmly told him to be silent. But he yelled out all the 

more, ‘David’s son! Have pity on me!’ 
40 Jesus stopped, and told them to bring the man to him. When he came up, he asked him, 41 ‘What 

d’you want me to do for you?’ 
‘Master,’ he said, ‘I want to see again.’ 
42 ‘Then see again,’ said Jesus. ‘Your faith has saved you.’ 
43 At once he received his sight again, and followed him, glorifying God. And when all the people saw 

it, they gave praise to God. 

Sometimes when you listen to a fine piece of music you discover that the composer is leading 
you into greater and greater tension, until something inside you is longing for it to be resolved 
into a final great chord or tune. One strand of music is building up in one direction, and another 
in another. The notes seem to be clashing against each other. Sometimes, in a concerto, the 
solo instrument seems to be struggling against the orchestra, each determined to take over 
from the other. Sometimes it’s the different instruments of a quartet striving for mastery 
among themselves. Sometimes the tension is within the single solo part of a great song or piano 
piece. Music thrives on tension, and pulls the listener forwards until it’s resolved. 

Luke, in this passage, builds up the tension between two strands which will finally come 
together, and find their resolution, in the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. On the one 
hand, Jesus tells the disciples again that the reason for their journey to Jerusalem is so that ‘the 
son of man’—now clearly identified as himself—may be treated brutally by the pagan 
occupying forces, and killed, and be raised on the third day. This is so totally outside anything 
that they have imagined, wanted, dreamed of, or pondered that they simply can’t understand 
it. They assume he must be speaking in riddles, but they don’t know what the riddle means. 
They certainly don’t think he means it literally. They do, however, go on following him. 

On the other hand, we find a blind beggar who trusts Jesus so completely that, when 
offered the chance to scale down his great request (how easy it would have been to ask for 
money or food instead), he goes for the chance of a lifetime and asks for his sight back again. 
Once more Jesus can tell someone that their faith has been the means of their rescue, their 
salvation. The man joins the crowd, following and praising God. 



The disciples can’t see; the beggar now can. The journey is at once puzzling and dark, and 
joyful and bright. We have almost arrived in Jerusalem, and all the themes which Luke has built 
into the journey are coming together at the great moment of arrival. On the one hand, this is 
the place where the forces of darkness are gathering, and will wreak their worst fury on Jesus 
himself. Behind that awful event, as we know well by now, there stands the warning on the city 
and the Temple: if they do not accept Jesus’ offer, his message of peace, then the fate he is 
about to enact will be theirs as well. And the disciples, walking into this darkness, still don’t 
understand it. 

On the other hand, the powers of the new age are already at work. Wherever Jesus is, 
people are not only welcomed into the kingdom; they are healed, given a new life which truly 
anticipates the total healing and joy that are due to appear in God’s final new day. There is 
excitement, heartfelt praise, celebration of God’s kingdom. 

How do these things fit together? At the moment they don’t. The warnings fall on puzzled, 
incomprehending ears. The crowds, praising God, expect that the final kingdom is about to 
appear, not that their leader is to be arrested and executed. But in the middle of the scene Luke 
places the strand of teaching which, having run through the whole ministry of Jesus to this 
point, continues now until everything is complete. All this is happening, says Jesus, because 
what was spoken by the prophets must be fulfilled (verse 31). This is how the plan of God, 
communicated to the prophets of old, must be fulfilled. Indeed, it is because Jesus is drawing 
on to himself the dark powers of the old age, and ultimately death itself, that there is new life 
welling up elsewhere. As the music builds up to its climax, the great chords of cross and 
resurrection, we discover that this is what those events will mean: Luke once again is telling us, 
in advance, what Jesus will accomplish in his death. As we listen, we learn how this music can 
become the theme song of our lives as well. 

In his death, Jesus will take on himself the blindness and despair of the world. There is so 
much, still, that we do not understand; so much in the world, and indeed in scripture, that 
remains hidden from us, as Jesus’ words were to the disciples. There is much that, if we 
understood it fully, might make us turn back, and no longer wish to follow Jesus on the road. 
But Luke is telling us that if we go with him Jesus will take the full weight of that evil on to 
himself—indeed, that he has already done so on the cross, so that the things we still face need 
hold no terrors for us. Equally, there is much already given to us, when we believe and trust in 
God’s power to heal and restore, that should make us praise him even as we go forward into 
the unknown. 

All of this, for us as for them, involves trusting the God who has revealed his plan in 
scripture and supremely in Jesus. We are not stumbling forwards without a guide. We are not 
praising God in a superficial, flippant way. We follow, and we worship, with the humility and 
hope that Luke has been holding out as the central characteristics of Christian living. When we 
arrive with Jesus at the destination, we will find ourselves celebrating with him in the kingdom 
he has already achieved, and now longs to bring to full completion. 

 

 



LUKE 19:1–10 
 
The Calling of Zacchaeus 

1 They went into Jericho and passed through. 2 There was a man named Zacchaeus, a chief tax-collector, 
who was very rich. 3 He was trying to see who Jesus was, but, being a small man, he couldn’t, because of 
the crowd. 4 So he ran on ahead, along the route Jesus was going to take, and climbed up into a 
sycamore tree to see him. 

5 When Jesus came to the place, he looked up. 
‘Zacchaeus,’ he said to him, ‘hurry up and come down. I have to stay at your house today.’ So he 

hurried up, came down, and welcomed him with joy. 
7 Everybody began to murmur when they saw it. ‘He’s gone in to spend time with a proper old 

sinner!’ they were saying. 
8 But Zacchaeus stood there and addressed the Master. 
‘Look, Master,’ he said, ‘I’m giving half my property to the poor. And if I have defrauded anyone of 

anything, I’m giving it back to them four times over.’ 
9 ‘Today,’ said Jesus, ‘salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. 10 You 

see, the son of man came to seek and to save the lost.’ 

Sunday schools love Zacchaeus. At least, they love to act out his story and sing about him. The 
little man who climbs up a tree to see Jesus provides one of the most vivid short stories in the 
whole Bible. Children can identify with Zacchaeus; they often find themselves at the back of a 
crowd and can’t see what’s going on. Many adults, too, can identify with him; they might like to 
get closer to Jesus, but find it embarrassing to do so, and potentially costly. 

Luke, of course, makes Zacchaeus one of his minor heroes. Luke’s is the only gospel that 
tells of him and his sudden moment of glory, and the hardened old tax-collector fits in to three 
of Luke’s regular themes: the problem of riches and what to do about it, the identification of 
Jesus with ‘sinners’, and the faith which recognizes Jesus as Lord and discovers new life as a 
result. Luke tells this story as a kind of balance to the sad tale of the rich young ruler in the 
previous chapter, and uses it as the final piece of framing before Jesus approaches Jerusalem. 
This kind of healing, this kind of new life, he seems to be saying, is what Jesus has come to 
bring. If only people in Jerusalem could see the point and make a similar response! 

Nobody in Jericho liked Zacchaeus. They would have been horrified to think that, of all the 
inhabitants of the town, he would be the one known by name to millions of people two 
thousand years later. He was exactly the kind of man everybody despised. Not only a tax-
collector but a chief tax-collector; that is, not only did he make money on the side, in addition 
to his legitimate collections, but he almost certainly made more money from the tax-collectors 
working under him. Wherever money changes hands, whether across a grubby table in a tin 
shack in a dusty small town or across a sparkling computer screen in a shiny office on the 
ninety-ninth floor of a Wall Street skyscraper, the hands all too easily get dirty. Whenever 
money starts to talk, it shouts louder than the claims of honesty, respect and human dignity. 
One can only imagine the reaction of neighbours, and even of friends and relatives, as 
Zacchaeus’s house became more lavishly decorated, as more slaves ran about at his bidding, as 
his clothes became finer and his food richer. Everyone knew that this was their money and that 
he had no right to it; everyone knew that there was nothing they could do about it. 



Until Jesus came through the town. The moment when the eyes of the two men met is 
worthy of an operatic aria. Inquisitiveness had got the better of the little rich man, an unspoken 
question emerging from behind his hard, crafty look. Jesus saw straight through the layers of 
graft and greed, of callous contempt for his fellow-citizens. He had met enough tax-collectors 
already to know exactly what life was like for them, and how, even though they couldn’t resist 
the chance to make more for themselves than they should, there was a sickness at the heart for 
which he had the remedy. 

So once again Jesus finds himself relaxing in the company of the wrong sort of people. And 
once again the crowd outside grumble. But this time, instead of Jesus telling a parable—Luke 
no doubt wants us to think of the prodigal son and the other similar stories he’s already given 
us—the tax-collector himself speaks to Jesus in public, and gives evidence of his extravagant 
repentance. Repentance here isn’t just a change of heart; as in Judaism in general, repentance 
involves restoration, making amends. Zacchaeus is determined to do so lavishly. He doesn’t 
offer to sell all his property, nor does Jesus demand it. But by the time he’d given half of it 
away, and made fourfold restitution where necessary, we can imagine that he would find 
himself in seriously reduced circumstances. 

He doesn’t care. He has found something more valuable. ‘Today I have to stay at your 
house’ becomes ‘Today salvation has come to this house’; where Jesus is, there salvation is to 
be found, for those who accept him as master and reorder their lives accordingly. Once more 
Jesus links a former outcast back into the true family of Abraham (compare 13:16). Zacchaeus 
isn’t going to follow Jesus on the road to Jerusalem, escaping the puzzled and probably still 
angry looks of the neighbours. He is going to live out his new life and re-establish himself as 
part of the renewed Israel right where he is. 

The final comment points ahead once more, up the steep and dusty road to Jerusalem. We 
are almost there. The prophets have spoken of the fate that awaits the son of man; but his 
mission is not just to suffer and die, but rather, through that fate, to search out and rescue the 
lost sheep. ‘He has gone in to spend time with a sinner’ will soon change to ‘He has gone out to 
die with the brigands’; and the same reason will underlie both. The son of man has come to 
seek and save the lost. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 19:11–27 
 
The King, the Servants and the Money 

11 While people were listening to this, Jesus went on to tell a parable. They were, after all, getting close 
to Jerusalem, and they thought that the kingdom of God was going to appear at once. 

12 ‘There was once a nobleman,’ he said, ‘who went into a country far away to be given royal 
authority and then return. 13 He summoned ten of his slaves and gave them ten silver coins. “Do 
business with these”, he said, “until I come back.” 14 His subjects, though, hated him, and sent a 
delegation after him to say, “We don’t want this man to be our king.” 

15 ‘So it happened that when he received the kingship and came back again, he gave orders to 
summon these slaves who had received the money, so that he could find out how they had got on with 
their business efforts. 16 The first came forward and said, “Master, your money has made ten times its 
value!” 

17 ‘ “Well done, you splendid servant!” he said. “You’ve been trustworthy with something small; now 
you can take command of ten cities.” 

18 ‘The second came and said, “Master, your money has made five times its value!” 
19 ‘ “You too—you can take charge of five cities.” 
20 ‘The other came and said, “Master, here is your money. I kept it wrapped in this handkerchief. 

21 You see, I was afraid of you, because you are a hard man: you profit where you made no investment, 
and you harvest what you didn’t sow.” 

22 ‘ “I’ll condemn you out of your own mouth, you wicked scoundrel of a servant!” he replied. 23 “So: 
you knew that I was a hard man, profiting where I didn’t invest and harvesting where I didn’t sow? So 
why didn’t you put my money with the bankers? Then I’d have had the interest when I got back!” 

24 ‘ “Take the money from him,” he said to the bystanders, “and give it to the man who’s got it ten 
times over!” 25 (“Master,” they said to him, “he’s got ten times that already!”) 

26 ‘Let me tell you: everyone who has will be given more; but if someone has nothing, even what he 
has will be taken away from him. 27 But as for these enemies of mine, who didn’t want me to be king 
over them—bring them here and slaughter them in front of me.’ 

King Richard I reigned over England from 1189 to 1199. For most of the first half of his reign he 
was abroad, fighting in the Crusades; then, as he made his way home, he was captured and 
imprisoned. During his absence, his brother John gained support for his rival claim to the throne 
from various powerful persons, including the Bishop of Lichfield. When Richard finally returned 
in 1194, he pardoned the Bishop for his disloyalty, on condition that he rebuild his cathedral. 
Thus, through the return and judgment of an unexpected king, there arose the glorious church 
which stands to this day. 

Jesus’ story of the returning king, and of those who had not wanted him to rule over them, 
is all the more terrifying because there is no pardon. We cannot flatten the story out, or creep 
nervously round its sharp edges, because Luke has made sure in the rest of the chapter that the 
meaning will stay with us. Jesus’ tears over the city, and his stern action in the Temple, indicate 
well enough that the judgment at the end of the parable was meant to be taken seriously. 

Who then is the king? Who are the servants? When is the judgment taking place? 
For most of church history, this parable has been taken as a picture of the last judgment, 

the time when, at the final end of history, Jesus returns as king to reward his faithful followers 
and punish the disloyal. But we can be sure that Luke didn’t think of it like that. Luke believes, 



of course, in Jesus’ second coming (see Acts 1:11), but he does not intend us to read this story 
as a reference to it. The parable is about something happening much closer to Jesus’ own day. 

Jesus is telling a story about the king who comes back to see what his servants have been 
doing, and he tells it for the same reason as he told almost all his parables: to explain what he 
himself was doing, and what it meant. He was coming to Jerusalem, the end and goal of his long 
journey. And he was challenging his hearers to see and understand this event as the long-
awaited return of Israel’s God, the sovereign one, the rightful king. This was the hidden 
meaning of his journey all along. This was what it would look like when the true God finally 
returned to Zion. 

The prophets had spoken of this day. Long after the exiles had returned geographically to 
Jerusalem, Malachi had spoken of ‘the Lord, whom you seek’ coming suddenly to the Temple, 
bringing fiery judgment. Zechariah also spoke of God coming at last, and all the holy ones 
(angels?) with him. Clearly many Jews of the time believed that, though the Temple had long 
since been rebuilt (and was now being beautified and extended by Herod), the living God had 
still not returned to live in it. Now, Jesus is saying, this is happening at last. But who will be able 
to stand before him? 

Within the world of first-century Judaism, as we have seen before, a story about a king and 
his servants would naturally be read as a story about God and Israel. How should one then 
interpret the period of time between God’s leaving Israel at the time of the exile and his 
eventual return? The answer of this parable is: as the time in which Israel has been given tasks 
to perform, which God on his return will investigate. Jesus has been warning, throughout the 
previous ten chapters, that judgment will fall on the nation, the city and the Temple itself if 
they do not finally heed his call. Now God himself is coming, and the servant who has hidden 
his master’s money in a handkerchief will be found out. 

The darkest strand in the story concerns the citizens who don’t want this man to be their 
king. This almost certainly echoes the story of Archelaus, the older brother of Herod Antipas. 
After the death of their father, Herod the Great, in 4 BC, Archelaus went to Rome to be 
confirmed as king, followed by a delegation of Judaeans who didn’t want him. (Ten years later, 
after much misrule, he went again, only to find another delegation of Jews and Samaritans 
opposing his appointment—this time successfully.) But now, Jesus is implying, the unwanted 
King is coming back in power: not another wicked Herod, but the true King, the King who comes 
with a message of grace and peace, the King who was rejected because his people wanted to 
keep the kingdom for themselves. 

The story therefore says three things to Jesus’ hearers. First, to the people who supposed 
God’s kingdom was coming immediately, it declares that it is indeed coming, but that it is 
coming with judgment as well as with mercy. Second, it indicates that as Jesus arrives in 
Jerusalem, the city that is already rejecting his message, God’s judgment is being prepared. If 
they will not receive his kingdom-announcement, there is no more that can be done. Third, it 
brings together dramatically Jesus’ own journey and the return of God himself, and thus unveils 
the hidden secret inside so much of the gospel story. Jesus is not just speaking about God, 
God’s kingdom, God’s return to Zion. Jesus is embodying it. Concealed within his own 
messianic, royal mission is the ultimate, and more fateful, mission: Israel’s God himself, in 
human form, is returning at last to the city and Temple dedicated to his honour, to put to rights, 
at every level, that which has gone wrong. We who still await the final day of God’s judgment, 



the final ‘coming’ of Jesus to our world, do well to ponder this ‘coming’ to Jerusalem as its sign 
and foretaste. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 19:28–40 
 
The Triumphal Entry 

28 With these words, Jesus went on ahead, going up to Jerusalem. 
29 As they came close, as near as Bethany and Bethphage, at the place called the Mount of Olives, he 

sent two of the disciples on ahead. 30 ‘Go into the village over there,’ he said, ‘and as you arrive you’ll 
find a colt tied up, one that nobody has ever ridden. Untie it and bring it here. 31 If anyone says to you, 
“Why are you untying it?” you should say, “Because the Master needs it”.’ 

32 The two who were sent went off and found it as Jesus had said to them. 33 They untied the colt, 
and its owners said to them, “Why are you untying the colt?” 

34 “Because the Master needs it,” they replied. 
35 They brought it to Jesus, threw their cloaks on the colt, and mounted Jesus on it. 36 As he was 

going along, people kept spreading their cloaks on the road. 
37 When he came to the descent of the Mount of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began to 

celebrate and praise God at the tops of their voices for all the powerful deeds they had seen. 
38 ‘Welcome, welcome, welcome with a blessing,’ they sang. 
‘Welcome to the king in the name of the Lord! 
‘Peace in heaven, and glory on high!’ 
39 Some of the Pharisees from the crowd said to Jesus, ‘Teacher, tell your disciples to stop that.’ 
40 ‘Let me tell you,’ replied Jesus, ‘if they stayed silent, the stones would be shouting out!’ 

Mile after uphill mile, it seems a long way even today in a car. You wind up through the sandy 
hills from Jericho, the lowest point on the face of the earth, through the Judaean desert, 
climbing all the way. Halfway up, you reach sea level; you’ve already climbed a long way from 
the Jordan valley, and you still have to ascend a fair-sized mountain. It is almost always hot; 
since it seldom if ever rains, it’s almost always dusty as well. 

That was the way the pilgrims came, with Jesus going on ahead, as he had planned all along. 
This was to be the climax of his story, of his public career, of his vocation. He knew well enough 
what lay ahead, and had set his face to go and meet it head on. He couldn’t stop announcing 
the kingdom, but that announcement could only come true if he now embodied in himself the 
things he’d been talking about. The living God was at work to heal and save, and the forces of 
evil and death were massed to oppose him, like Pharaoh and the armies of Egypt trying to 
prevent the Israelites from leaving. But this was to be the moment of God’s new Exodus, God’s 
great Passover, and nothing could stop Jesus going ahead to celebrate it. 

Even when you drive, rather than walk, from Jericho to the top of the Mount of Olives, the 
sense of relief and excitement when you reach the summit is intense. At last you exchange 
barren, dusty desert for lush green growth, particularly at Passover time, at the height of 
spring. At last you stop climbing, you crest the summit, and there before you, glistening in the 
sun, is the holy city, Jerusalem itself, on its own slightly smaller hill across a narrow but deep 
valley. Bethany and Bethphage nestle on the Jericho side of the Mount of Olives. Once you pass 
them, Jerusalem comes into view almost at once. The end of the journey; the pilgrimage to end 
all pilgrimages; Passover-time in the city of God. 



For Jesus it’s a royal occasion, to be carefully planned and staged so as to make exactly the 
right point. The animal he chose—presumably by pre-arrangement with the owners; this wasn’t 
the first time Jesus had been to Bethany!—was a young foal, almost certainly a donkey’s colt. 
(The word Luke uses would more normally mean a young horse or pony; but he knew Zechariah 
9:9, the prophecy of the Messiah riding on a young donkey, and he uses the word that occurs 
there.) Like the tomb in which Jesus would lie a week later (23:52), it had never been used 
before. The disciples pick up the theme, and in a kind of instant royal celebration they spread 
cloaks along the road for him. Down they go, down the steep path to the Kidron valley, and the 
crowd starts to sing part of the great psalm of praise (Psalm 118) that pilgrims always sang on 
the way to Jerusalem: a song of victory, a hymn of praise to the God who defeats all his foes 
and establishes his kingdom. Jesus will himself quote from the psalm in one of his debates in 
Jerusalem (20:17). He comes himself as the fulfilment of the nation’s hopes, answering their 
longings for a king who would bring peace to earth from heaven itself. 

And yet … the grumblers are still there; some Pharisees, going along with the crowd, 
suddenly become anxious about what will happen if the authorities in Jerusalem think for a 
minute that there’s a messianic demonstration going on. Jesus knows, and Luke knows, and we 
as his readers know, what awaits the Master when he gets to the city. From Jesus’ point of 
view, this is why there is such a celebration in the first place: it is appropriate precisely because 
he is coming to bring God’s salvation, God’s great Exodus, through his own Passover action on 
the cross. Had the crowds known this, they would have been puzzled and distressed, as indeed 
they soon will be. 

As we arrive at Jerusalem with Jesus, the question presses upon us. Are we going along for 
the trip in the hope that Jesus will fulfil some of our hopes and desires? Are we ready to sing a 
psalm of praise, but only as long as Jesus seems to be doing what we want? The long and dusty 
pilgrim way of our lives gives most of us plenty of time to sort out our motives for following 
Jesus in the first place. Are we ready not only to spread our cloaks on the road in front of him, 
to do the showy and flamboyant thing, but also now to follow him into trouble, controversy, 
trial and death? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 19:41–48 
 
Jesus Cleanses the Temple 

41 When he came near and saw the city, he wept over it. 
42 ‘If only you’d known,’ he said, ‘on this day—even you!—what peace meant. But now it’s hidden, 

and you can’t see it. 43 Yes, the days are coming upon you when your enemies will build up earthworks 
all round you, and encircle you, and squeeze you in from every direction. 44 They will bring you crashing 
to the ground, you and your children within you. They won’t leave one single stone on another, because 
you didn’t know the moment when God was visiting you.’ 

45 He went into the Temple and began to throw out the traders. 
46 ‘It’s written,’ he said, ‘my house shall be a house of prayer; but you’ve made it a brigands’ cave.’ 
47 He was teaching every day in the Temple. But the chief priests, the scribes and the leading men of 

the people were trying to destroy him. 48 They couldn’t find any way to do it, because all the people 
were hanging on his every word. 

At last it is Jesus’ turn to cry. Earlier in the gospel we find other people in tears: the widow at 
Nain, Jairus’s family, and others in distress coming to him for healing and new life. The women 
of Jerusalem will shortly be weeping for Jesus himself (23:27). But Jesus is not immune to tears. 
In John’s gospel, Jesus weeps at the tomb of his friend Lazarus (John 11:35). Now here he 
weeps over the city, and there is no one to console him. 

Jesus’ tears are at the core of the Christian gospel. This was not a moment of regrettable 
weakness, something a real Messiah ought to have avoided. Again and again during his long 
journey he had warned of God’s impending judgment on the city and Temple, because they, 
like the towns of Galilee, had resisted his call for peace, for the gospel of God’s grace which 
would reach out in love to the Gentile world. Unless you repent, he said, you will all likewise 
perish (13:3, 5); now here he was, face to face with the city where Pilate had killed Galileans 
and would shortly kill one more, face to face with the city where the tower of Siloam had fallen 
and where, before too long, towers and walls and the Temple itself would come crashing down. 

It is an essential part of Jesus’ message of warning and judgment that it is uttered, finally, 
through sobs and tears. Luke’s writing of the scene is vivid, conveying the sense of Jesus 
sobbing out a few phrases, until he finally controls himself sufficiently to utter the solemn 
warning upon the city that has chosen to ignore the moment when God was coming in solemn 
‘visitation’ (compare 1:68; 7:16). 

If we had taken a few of the judgment sayings at random from the earlier chapters, they 
might have been made to sound as if Jesus was gloating over the city; it had rejected him, and 
would be destroyed. But now the moment has come, and there is no sense of ‘I told you so’ or 
‘It serves you right’; only the shaking sobs of the prophet like Jeremiah, the weeping of great 
David’s greater son as he reverses the sorrowful route of his ancestor, fleeing from his rebel son 
Absalom (2 Samuel 15). The terrible judgment that has been pronounced, and will shortly be 
executed, proceeds not from a stern and cold justice but from a heart of love, that wants the 
best for, and from, the people, and so must now oppose, with sorrow and tears, the rebellion 
that had set its own interests and agendas before those of the God who had established them 
there in the first place. 



The tears and the Temple action, then, go together. Jesus is not simply mounting an angry 
protest about the commercialization of Temple business. His action is a solemn prophetic 
warning, echoing those of Jeremiah and others, that if the Temple becomes a hide-out for 
brigands, literally or metaphorically, it will come under God’s judgment. Now, it appears, the 
brigands are indeed running the show. Jesus is not so much concerned with the traders; they, 
to be sure, are doubtless making a few extra shekels on the side, but that’s trivial compared 
with what the high priests and their entourage have been doing. 

The Temple had become the focal point of the national ideology. As in Isaiah’s day, it stood 
in the public imagination for the unshakeable promise of Israel’s God to keep Israel safe, come 
what may. And, as in Isaiah’s day, Israel had to face the challenge that unless the promise was 
met with faith and obedience it would count for nothing, and indeed worse than nothing; it 
would turn into a curse. If you’re in covenant with the holy God, disobedience doesn’t simply 
prevent blessings, bringing you back, as it were, to square one. It calls down the judgment that 
a sorrowful God will pour out on his people when they reject him and his purposes. 

Not surprisingly, the message was unpopular with the ruling group, clerical and lay. Jesus’ 
action in the Temple was the immediate cause of his arrest. But behind what he did, and how 
the rulers reacted, was the whole weight of his previous ministry, not least the warnings that 
occupy a significant part of the middle section of Luke’s gospel. As the storm clouds gather, we 
sense the inevitability which Luke in any case highlights frequently: this was how it ‘must’ be. 
This is how God’s plan of salvation must be accomplished. 

When you reflect on Jesus’ words and deeds of judgment, don’t forget the tears. And 
remember, with awe, that if Luke 19:11–27 is indeed about Jesus embodying the long-awaited 
return of God to Zion, those tears are not just the human reaction to a sad and frustrating 
situation. They are the tears of the God of love.1 
 

 
1 Tom Wright, Luke for Everyone (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004), 
211–233. 


