
LUKE 4:1–13 

 
Temptation in the Wilderness 

1 Jesus returned from the Jordan, filled with the Spirit. The Spirit took him off into the wilderness 2 for 
forty days, to be tested by the devil. He ate nothing during that time, and at the end of it he was hungry. 

3 ‘If you are God’s son,’ said the devil, ‘tell this stone to become a loaf of bread.’ 
4 ‘It is written,’ replied Jesus, ‘ “It takes more than bread to keep you alive.” ’ 
5 The devil then took him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time. 
6 ‘I will give you authority over all of this,’ said the devil, ‘and all the prestige that goes with it. It’s 

been given to me, you see, and I give it to anyone I like. 7 So it can all be yours … if you will just worship 
me.’ 

8 ‘It is written,’ replied Jesus, ‘ “The Lord your God is the one you must worship; he is the only one 
you must serve.” ’ 

9 Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and stood him on a pinnacle of the Temple. 
‘If you are God’s son,’ he said, ‘throw yourself down from here; 10 it’s written that “He will give his 

angels a command about you, to look after you”; 11 and “They will carry you in their hands, so that you 
won’t hit your foot against a stone.” ’ 

12 ‘It has been said,’ replied Jesus, ‘ “You mustn’t put your God to the test.” ’ 
13 When the devil had finished each temptation, he left him until another opportunity. 

Jesus was not Superman. Many today, including some devout Christians, see him as a kind of 
Christian version of the movie character, able to do whatever he wanted, to ‘zap’ reality into 
any shape he liked. In the movies, Superman looks like an ordinary human being, but really he 
isn’t. Underneath the disguise he is all-powerful, a kind of computer-age super-magician. That’s 
not the picture of Jesus we get in the New Testament. 

Luke has just reminded us of Jesus’ membership in the family of Adam. If there had been 
any doubt about his being really human, Luke underlines his sharing of our flesh and blood in 
this vivid scene of temptation. If Jesus is the descendant of Adam, he must now face not only 
what Adam faced but the powers that had been unleashed through human rebellion and sin. 
Long years of habitual rebellion against the creator God had brought about a situation in which 
the world, the flesh and the devil had become used to twisting human beings into whatever 
shape they wanted. 

In particular, after his baptism, Jesus faced the double question: what does it mean to be 
God’s son in this special, unique way? And what sort of messiahship was he to pursue? There 
had, after all, been many royal movements in his time, not only the well-known house of Herod 
but also other lesser-known figures whom we meet in the historian Josephus. Characters like 
Simon (not one of the Simons we know in the Bible) and Athronges gathered followers and 
were hailed as kings, only to be cut down by Roman or Herodian troops. There were would-be 
prophets who promised their followers signs from heaven, great miracles to show God’s saving 
power. They too didn’t last long. What was Jesus to do? 

The three temptations can be read as possible answers to this question. The story does not 
envisage Jesus engaged in conversation with a visible figure to whom he could talk as one to 



another; the devil’s voice appears as a string of natural ideas in his own head. They are 
plausible, attractive, and make, as we would say, a lot of sense. God can’t want his beloved son 
to be famished with hunger, can he? If God wants Jesus to become sovereign over the world 
(that, after all, is what Gabriel had told Mary), then why not go for it in one easy stride? If Jesus 
is Israel’s Messiah, why not prove it by spectacular displays of power? 

If there are in this story echoes of Adam and Eve in the garden, with the serpent whispering 
plausible lies about God, his purposes and his commands, there are also echoes of Israel in the 
wilderness. Israel came out of Egypt through the Red Sea, with God declaring that Israel was his 
son, his firstborn. There then followed the 40-year wandering in the wilderness, where Israel 
grumbled for bread, flirted disastrously with idolatry, and put God continually to the test. Now 
Jesus, coming through the waters of baptism as God’s unique son, the one through whom 
Israel’s destiny was to be fulfilled, faces the question: how is he to be Israel’s representative, 
her rightful king? How can he deliver Israel, and thereby the world, from the grip of the enemy? 
How can he bring about the real liberation, not just from Rome and other political foes, but 
from the arch-enemy, the devil himself? 

The answer is that he must begin by defeating him at the most personal and intimate level. 
Christian leaders today sometimes make the mistake of thinking that as long as they are 
pursuing the right aims in their public life, what they do in private doesn’t matter so much. That 
is a typical lie whispered by the same voice that Jesus heard in the desert. If God is working by 
his Spirit through a person, that person’s own life will be increasingly formed by that Spirit, 
through testing at every level. If Jesus could not win the victory there, there was little point 
carrying on. 

Jesus responds to the devil, not by attempting to argue (arguing with temptation is often a 
way of playing with the idea until it becomes too attractive to resist), but by quoting scripture. 
The passages he draws on come from the story of Israel in the wilderness: he is going to 
succeed where Israel failed. Physical needs and wants are important, but loyalty to God is more 
important still. Jesus is indeed to become the world’s true lord, but the path to that status, and 
the mode of it when it arrives, is humble service, not a devilish seeking after status and power. 
Trust in God doesn’t mean acting stupidly to force God into doing a spectacular rescue. The 
power that Jesus already has, which he will shortly display in healings in particular, is to be used 
for restoring others to life and strength, not for cheap stunts. His status as God’s son commits 
him, not to showy prestige, but to the strange path of humility, service and finally death. The 
enemy will return to test this resolve again. For the moment, an initial victory is won, and Jesus 
can begin his public career knowing that though struggles lie ahead the foe has been beaten on 
the first field that really matters. 

We are unlikely to be tempted in exactly the same way as Jesus was, but every Christian will 
be tested at the points which matter most in her or his life and vocation. It is a central part of 
Christian vocation to learn to recognize the voices that whisper attractive lies, to distinguish 
them from the voice of God, and to use the simple but direct weapons provided in scripture to 
rebut the lies with truth. 

The Christian discipline of fighting temptation is not about self-hatred, or rejecting parts of 
our God-given humanity. It is about celebrating God’s gift of full humanity and, like someone 
learning a musical instrument, discovering how to tune it and play it to its best possibility. At 
the heart of our resistance to temptation is love and loyalty to the God who has already called 



us his beloved children in Christ, and who holds out before us the calling to follow him in the 
path which leads to the true glory. In that glory lies the true happiness, the true fulfilment, 
which neither world, nor flesh, nor devil can begin to imitate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 4:14–30 

 
Opposition to Jesus in Nazareth 

14 Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit. Word about him went out throughout the whole 
district. 15 He taught in their synagogues, and gained a great reputation all around. 

16 He came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. On the Sabbath, as was his regular practice, 
he went in to the synagogue and stood up to read. 17 They gave him the scroll of the prophet Isaiah. He 
unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 

18 ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me 
Because he has anointed me 
To tell the poor the good news. 
He has sent me to announce release to the prisoners 
And sight to the blind, 
To set the wounded victims free, 
19 To announce the year of God’s special favour.’ 

20 He rolled up the scroll, gave it to the attendant, and sat down. All eyes in the synagogue were fixed on 
him. 

21 ‘Today,’ he began, ‘this scripture is fulfilled in your own hearing.’ 
22 Everyone remarked at him; they were astonished at the words coming out of his mouth—words of 

sheer grace. 
‘Isn’t this joseph’s son?’ they said. 
23 ‘I know what you’re going to say,’ Jesus said. ‘You’re going to tell me the old riddle: “Heal yourself, 

doctor!” “We heard of great happenings in Capernaum; do them here in your own country!” 
24 ‘Let me tell you the truth,’ he went on. ‘Prophets never get accepted in their own country. 25 This 

is the solemn truth: there were plenty of widows in Israel in the time of Elijah, when heaven was shut up 
for three years and six months, and there was a great famine over all the land. 26 Elijah was sent to none 
of them, only to a widow in the Sidonian town of Zarephath. 

27 ‘And there were plenty of lepers in Israel in the time of Elisha the prophet, and none of them were 
healed—only Naaman, the Syrian.’ 

28 When they heard this, everyone in the synagogue flew into a rage. They got up and threw him out 
of town. They took him to the top of the mountain on which the town was built, meaning to fling him 
off. 29 But he slipped through the middle of them and went away. 

The commentators were ecstatic after the game. ‘He played like a man inspired,’ they said. 
What images does that conjure up for you? 

A sports star, perhaps, running rings round the opposition and scoring a brilliant goal. 
Or, from a different world, a musician: eyes closed, fingers flying to and fro on an 

instrument, filling the air with wonderful jazz. 
‘Inspiration’: we use the word loosely. We imply that ‘it just came over them’, that they 

suddenly became someone different. Of course we know that it didn’t happen like that. The 
brilliant athlete has been training and practising, hour after hour and week after week. The 
musician has been playing exercises, perfecting technique for long hours out of the public eye. 



Then, when the moment comes, a surge of adrenalin produces a performance which we call 
‘inspired’—but which is actually the fruit of long, patient hard work. 

When Jesus said ‘the Spirit of the Lord is upon me’, Luke has already let us into the secret. 
His years of silent preparation. His life of prayer leading up to his baptism. The confirmation of 
his vocation—and then its testing in the wilderness. Then, at last, going public with early deeds 
in Capernaum (as the exchange in the Nazareth synagogue makes clear, people had already 
heard of what he’d done elsewhere). Now, with years of prayer, thought and the study of 
scripture behind him, he stands before his own town. He knew everybody there and they knew 
him. He preached like a man inspired; indeed, in his sermon that’s what he claimed. But what 
he said was the opposite of what they were expecting. If this was inspiration, they didn’t want 
it. 

What was so wrong with what he said? What made them kick him out of the synagogue, 
hustle him out of the town, and take him off to the cliff edge to throw him over? (Note the 
irony: the devil invited Jesus to throw himself down because God would protect him; Jesus, 
having refused, found himself in a similar predicament. Perhaps Luke is telling us that God did 
protect him, because it came about not through self-advertisement but through commitment 
to his true vocation.) 

The crucial part comes in Jesus’ comments to his hearers. He senses that they aren’t 
following him; they are ready to taunt him with proverbs, to challenge him to do some mighty 
deeds for the sake of show. Perhaps they, too, appear in Jesus’ mind like the devil, suggesting 
that Jesus should do magic tricks for the sake of it. ‘Heal yourself, doctor!’—the challenge is not 
too far removed from the taunt, ‘He saved others, but he can’t save himself’ (23:35). But why? 
What was so wrong with what he was saying? 

By way of defence and explanation for the line he had been taking, Jesus points out what 
happened in the days of the great prophets Elijah and Elisha, and in doing so identifies himself 
with the prophets. Elijah was sent to help a widow—but not a Jewish one. Elisha healed one 
solitary leper—and the leper was the commander of the enemy army. That’s what did it. That’s 
what drove them to fury. Israel’s God was rescuing the wrong people. 

The earlier part of Jesus’ address must have been hammering home the same point. His 
hearers were, after all, waiting for God to liberate Israel from pagan enemies. In several Jewish 
texts of the time, we find a longing that God would condemn the wicked nations, would pour 
out wrath and destruction on them. Instead, Jesus is pointing out that when the great prophets 
were active, it wasn’t Israel who benefited, but only the pagans. That’s like someone in Britain 
or France during the Second World War speaking of God’s healing and restoration for Adolf 
Hitler. It’s not what people wanted to hear. 

What, then, was the earlier part of his address about? 
Luke says that the people ‘were astonished at the words of sheer grace that were coming 

out of his mouth’. Sometimes people have understood this simply to mean, ‘they were 
astonished at what a good speaker he was’. But it seems more likely that he means ‘they were 
astonished that he was speaking about God’s grace—grace for everybody, including the 
nations—instead of grace for Israel and fierce judgment for everyone else’. That fits perfectly 
with what followed. 

Why then did Jesus begin his address with the long quotation from Isaiah (61:1–2)? 



The passage he quotes is about the Messiah. Throughout Isaiah there are pictures of a 
strange ‘anointed’ figure who will perform the Lord’s will. But, though this text goes on to speak 
of vengeance on evildoers, Jesus doesn’t quote that bit. Instead, he seems to have drawn on 
the larger picture in Isaiah and elsewhere which speaks of Israel being called to be the light of 
the nations, a theme which Luke has already highlighted in chapter 2. The servant-Messiah has 
not come to inflict punishment on the nations, but to bring God’s love and mercy to them. And 
that will be the fulfilment of a central theme in Israel’s own scriptures. 

This message was, and remains, shocking. Jesus’ claim to be reaching out with healing to all 
people, though itself a vital Jewish idea, was not what most first-century Jews wanted or 
expected. As we shall see, Jesus coupled it with severe warnings to his own countrymen. Unless 
they could see that this was the time for their God to be gracious, unless they abandoned their 
futile dreams of a military victory over their national enemies, they would suffer defeat 
themselves at every level—military, political and theological. 

Here, as at the climax of the gospel story, Jesus’ challenge and warning brings about a 
violent reaction. The gospel still does this today, when it challenges all interests and agendas 
with the news of God’s surprising grace. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 4:31–44 
 
Jesus’ Authoritative Healings 

31 Jesus went down to Capernaum, a town of Galilee. He used to teach them every Sabbath. 32 They were 
astonished at his teaching, because his message was powerful and authoritative. 

33 There was a man in the synagogue who had the spirit of an unclean demon. 
34 ‘Hey, you!’ he yelled out at the top of his voice. ‘What’s going on with you and me, Jesus of 

Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—you’re God’s Holy One!’ 
35 ‘shut up!’ Jesus rebuked him. ‘Come out of him!’ 
The demon threw the man down right there in front of them, and came out without harming him. 

36 Fear came over them all. ‘What’s all this?’ they started to say to one another. ‘He’s got power! He’s 
got authority! He tells the unclean spirits what to do, and they come out!’ 37 Word about him went out 
to the whole surrounding region. 

38 He left the synagogue and went into Simon’s house. Simon’s mother-in-law was sick with a high 
fever, and they asked him about her. 39 He stood in front of her, rebuked the fever, and it left her. And 
straight away she got up and waited on them. 

40 When the sun went down, everyone who had sick people—all kinds of sicknesses—brought them 
to him. He laid his hands on each one in turn, and healed them. 41 Demons came out of many people, 
shouting out ‘You are the son of God!’ He sternly forbade them to speak, because they knew he was the 
Messiah. 

42 When day dawned he left the town and went off to a deserted place. The crowds hunted for him, 
and when they caught up with him they begged him not to leave them. 

43 ‘I must tell the good news of God’s kingdom to the other towns,’ he said. ‘That’s what I was sent 
for.’ 44 And he was announcing the message to the synagogues of Judaea. 

Last time I went to Capernaum you could hardly move because of the people. There were 
coaches full of pilgrims coming and going, parties of tourists with guides talking in several 
different languages, people taking photographs, people trying to give little lectures, people 
wanting to say a prayer, people squeezing through to get a better look at the old buildings—
and the new ones, too, especially the church built where they think Peter’s house may have 
been. 

The reason there was such a crowd was that the Pope was in Galilee. He was making an 
official visit to the Holy Land, and Roman Catholic pilgrims from all over the world, many of 
whom were there for the first time, had come to be with him, particularly at a huge service up 
on the hill a little way north of the sea of Galilee. Our own little party were not put out. As 
someone said, it made it a bit more like what happened once word got out that Jesus was in 
town. 

But they didn’t have to bring pilgrims in by public transport, even if such a thing had existed 
in those days. People came in a hurry, because Jesus began doing remarkable healings. The 
little town of Capernaum, a fishing village on the north shore of the sea of Galilee, had never 
seen anything like it. Jesus had evidently decided to make it his base of operations, after he’d 
left Nazareth. It was where the two pairs of brothers, Peter and Andrew, and James and John, 
had their homes and their small fishing businesses. 

You can still walk into the ruined synagogue there, where some of Jesus’ first remarkable 
healings took place. The buildings you can see date from some while after Jesus’ time, but it’s 



the correct site and you can get a sense of it all: a small town, gathering in its main public 
meeting-place. (Synagogues were used for public gatherings as well as what we think of as 
‘worship’; indeed, for a loyal Jew worship and community were and are so intertwined that it’s 
hard to imagine the one without the other.) That’s where we find Jesus’ first encounter with a 
shrieking, yelling, demon-possessed man. 

Many people in the modern world don’t believe in demons. They are inclined to say that 
this sort of thing was simply a medical condition that people hadn’t diagnosed in Jesus’ day. 
Many others, however, in several parts of today’s world know only too well that strange forces 
seem able to invade a personality, so that the person talks with a strange voice and has a 
peculiar, one might say haunted, look in the eye. It’s more than just an illness of the mind, 
though some of the signs are similar. And sometimes people in that condition do seem to know 
things that nobody else does. 

Whatever we say about such a condition, there is no historical doubt that Jesus dramatically 
healed a good many people who were regarded as ‘possessed’. Such cures were not unusual. 
Elsewhere in the gospels, and in Acts, we find mention of exorcists working from within 
Judaism. But the strange thing about Jesus, here and elsewhere, is that he did what he did by 
simple commands. No magic formulae; no (what we would call) mumbo-jumbo. He just told the 
spirits to go, and they went. That was what astonished people. He didn’t have to summon up 
stronger powers than his own; he just used the authority he already possessed in himself. And, 
as this passage makes clear, he did the same with ‘ordinary’ diseases as well, like the raging 
fever of Simon’s mother-in-law. 

Once again Luke wants us to recognize what all this is saying about Jesus. Those with special 
insight can see behind his work and teaching, where he appeared to most people as a prophet. 
He was ‘the son of God’, here in the sense of ‘the Messiah’. He was God’s anointed. The Lord’s 
Spirit was indeed resting on him, as he said at Nazareth, to release the oppressed, to give sight 
to the blind, to unloose the chains of the prisoners. 

Though Capernaum was his base of operations, he spent most of his time on the move. This 
may have been partly for the sake of the village itself; it couldn’t have sustained having more 
and more people come there for healing. Some have suggested that Jesus didn’t want to risk 
people setting up a kind of local industry around him. But the main reason is that he had to go 
to where other people were. He had to tell people that God was becoming king in a new way, 
that God’s long-awaited salvation was breaking into the world, even though it didn’t look like 
they had expected it would. And in doing this he had to stay one jump ahead of the authorities. 
It isn’t too long before we find opposition following him. Crowds and healings, powerful 
teaching about God’s kingdom: many found it threatening then, and many find it threatening 
still. 

 

 

 



LUKE 5:1–11 

 
The Miraculous Catch of Fish 

1 One day Jesus was standing by the lake of Gennesaret, and the crowds were pressing close to him to 
hear the word of God. 
2 He saw two boats moored by the land; the fishermen had gone ashore and were washing their nets. 
3 He got into one of the boats—it was Simon’s—and asked him to put out a little way from the land. 
Then he sat down in the boat and began to teach the crowd. 

4 When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, 
‘Put out into the deeper part, and let down your nets for a catch.’ 
5 ‘Master,’ replied Simon, ‘we were working hard all night and caught nothing at all. But if you say so, 

I’ll let down the nets.’ 
6 When they did so, they caught such a huge number of fish that the nets began to break. 7 They 

signalled to their partners in the other boat to come and help them. So they came, and filled both the 
boats, and they began to sink. 

8 When Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees. 
‘Go away,’ he said. ‘Leave me, Lord! I’m a sinner!’ 9 He and all his companions were gripped with 

amazement at the catch of fish they had taken; 10 this included James and John, the sons of Zebedee, 
who were partners with Simon. 

‘Don’t be afraid,’ said Jesus to Simon. ‘From now on you’ll be catching people.’ 
11 They brought the boats in to land. Then they abandoned everything and followed him. 

‘When Christ calls a person,’ declared Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ‘he tells them to come and die.’ 
Bonhoeffer, of course, did exactly that, hanged by the Nazis for resistance to Hitler. But when 
Simon Peter first met Jesus, he didn’t realize this. If he could have seen a movie of what would 
happen to him in the next year or two, he might well have repeated his plea that Jesus leave 
him in peace. But that’s not how Jesus worked; it’s not how God works. Peter clearly had a 
sense that life was never going to be the same again, that he was going to face new demands 
and challenges; but he couldn’t help being swept off his feet by what had happened. 

It had started as a neat bit of resourcefulness on Jesus’ part. It seems that he’d begun to 
teach a group by the shore, but the crowd got bigger and bigger and there simply wasn’t room. 
So he improvised. Along the lakeshore close to Capernaum there is a sequence of steep inlets, a 
zigzagging shoreline with each inlet forming a natural amphitheatre. To this day, if you get in a 
boat and push out a little from the shore, you can talk in quite a natural voice, and anyone on 
the slopes of the inlet can hear you clearly—more clearly, in fact, than if you were right there 
on the shore with them. Jesus was simply exploiting the geography of the area and the ready 
availability of a boat. 

Having commandeered the boat, with the fishermen listening to his every word, he puts 
them on the spot. Last time I tried to fish in that part of the world it was broad daylight and we 
caught nothing at all, though the previous night the fishermen had taken plenty. The fish are 
more likely to be caught after dark. On this occasion the men had worked all night for nothing; 
the last thing they would normally do would be to start again by daylight. But Jesus told them 



to, so they did. He made that sort of impression on people, even hard-working, no-nonsense 
fishermen. 

The rest, as they say, is history. A huge catch. Quick messages for help to the other boat. A 
struggle to get boats and fish back to land before they all went under with the weight. And then 
the moment of truth. Peter finds himself right out of his league. Jesus promises that the same 
sort of thing will happen, only now it will be people, not fish. And the fishermen become 
followers, going off into a new life with only the sketchiest idea of where it will take them. 

This is the kind of story it helps to get inside. Become Peter for a few moments; pause and 
ponder what you normally do, day after day, and then imagine Jesus suddenly appearing, 
asking for your help with his own work, and then telling you to do something in your own line 
of country which seems pointless, a waste of time and effort. You do it, grumbling perhaps 
under your breath; and suddenly everything clicks into place, everything succeeds on a scale 
you’d never dreamed of. What’s going on? How did it happen? Feel the sense of awe, terror 
even, as you come to terms with the power of Jesus. Then feel that sense of terror increase as 
he turns to you with what looks like a question in his eyes, though it proves to be a command. 
‘You and I are going to be working together from now on,’ he says. And you realize you have no 
choice. If this man isn’t worth following, nobody is. 

Or maybe you’re not at that stage yet. Maybe you’re somewhere back in the crowd by the 
shore. You’ve heard something of what Jesus has been saying. You know those fishermen—
everybody knows them, they’re the hardworking fellows you see coming back from a night’s 
work just when you’re getting up. Big, strong men, hands like shovels. From the shore you 
watch as Jesus talks to them. You see them shrug their shoulders, put out a little, and let down 
the nets. You hear the shouting, you see the flurry of activity. Then you see big Peter kneeling 
down in front of Jesus. And then they all go off together. What goes through your mind? 

Many people—perhaps many who read this—are in that position in relation to God’s 
kingdom today. They have heard enough to know that something’s going on. They see other 
people suddenly changed, their lives turned around. Maybe they’re a bit jealous, but also 
perhaps relieved that the spotlight hasn’t been turned on them. But the spotlight, though it 
does show things up (Peter’s instant reaction was to see himself in the light of God’s holiness, 
and to draw the necessary conclusions), shines in order to show the way to life. 

Jesus doesn’t want to leave anybody out. His call to Peter and the others—that they should 
now help him in catching people—came precisely in order that the good news would go out 
wider and wider, reaching as many as possible. Ultimately, there are no bystanders in the 
kingdom of God. We are reading Luke’s gospel today because Jesus kept his promise to Peter, 
despite Peter’s initial reluctance and subsequent failures. When Jesus calls, he certainly does 
demand everything, but only because he has already given everything himself, and has plans in 
store, for us and the world, that we would never have dreamed of. 

 

 

 



LUKE 5:12–16 

 
The Healing of the Leper 

12 It so happened that, as Jesus was in one particular town, there was a man whose body was riddled 
with leprosy. When he saw Jesus, he fell on his face. 

‘Lord,’ he begged, ‘if you want, you can make me clean.’ 
13 Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him. 
‘I do want to,’ he said. ‘Be clean.’ 
And the leprosy disappeared immediately. 
14 Jesus instructed the man not to tell anyone. ‘Go and show yourself to the priest’, he said, ‘and 

make the offering commanded by Moses in connection with your healing, as evidence for them.’ 
15 The news about Jesus, though, spread all round, and large crowds came to hear and to be healed 

from their diseases. 16 He used to slip away to remote places and pray. 

Imagine a man in prison for serious fraud. When he has served his sentence, and re-emerged 
into the community, what will happen if he goes to his old employer and asks for his job back? 
What will happen, indeed, if he goes to any employer and asks for a job at all, especially one 
which involves looking after money? Will anyone believe him if he says he’s learnt his lesson? 

Now imagine someone in the first century who has a powerful and highly infectious disease. 
Everybody knows that his body is full of it. For years he has had to live away from the town. His 
family leave food out for him but stay well clear when he comes to collect it. Then one day he 
shows up in the middle of town, and claims that he’s met a wandering preacher who has cured 
him. Will anyone believe him? 

When Jesus healed people, it was often not simply a matter of that person’s bodily health. 
Often the diseases from which people suffered, in a world long before modern medicine, were 
subject to quite strict regulations. The ancient Jewish purity laws weren’t peculiar taboos 
thought up by legalistically minded law-makers; they were the equivalent of what today we 
think of as normal hygienic practice, such as our regular washing of hands after using the toilet 
and before handling food. The regulations that isolated those with serious skin diseases were 
not idle prohibitions. They were necessary to prevent the spread of disease. Most of the 
regulations about ‘clean’ and ‘unclean’ originate with this motive. 

This explains why Jesus, on this occasion and the similar one in 17:12–19, told the 
sufferer(s) to go and show themselves to the priests. Local priests in all the towns and villages 
acted as teachers and administrators of the law. If someone wanted a clean bill of health, there 
was a standard procedure laid down in the law (set out in Leviticus 13), and it was the priest’s 
job to examine the person and declare them clean or unclean. Jesus intends to cure the man; 
but he also intends, of course, that he will be able to rejoin his family, his village and his 
community as a full and accepted member. He must therefore go to the priest; and, when 
opportunity occurs (that is, the next time he goes to Jerusalem on pilgrimage), he must make 
the offering laid down in the law to show his gratitude to God in the appropriate way. 

But the heart of the story doesn’t lie in the command to go to the priest, but in Jesus’ 
simple but profound action. He stretched out his hand and touched the man. We know today, 
from studies of psychology, what powerful and long-lasting effects result from appropriate 



human contact. Parents and children, brothers and sisters, lovers and spouses, friends and 
neighbours—all in their different ways will touch each other, in a hug, a handshake, an 
embrace, a kiss, a light touch on the arm. A good deal of human communication takes place, 
not in words, but in gestures like that. To be cut off from all such contact is therefore almost as 
serious as losing one’s sight or hearing. So much sheer love is conveyed by touch. 

Nobody had touched this man, we may suppose, for years. His body was now riddled with 
the disease; it had clearly been, quite literally, eating away at him for a long time. And now 
Jesus reached out and touched him. We can only imagine the sense of awe and joy that this 
brought to the leper. 

In theory, this action should have made Jesus both ceremonially unclean and liable to 
contract the actual disease. But, as with so many of his healings, it worked the other way round. 
His cleanness, his healing power, ‘infected’ the man, just as the love and grace of his touch 
must have gone through his whole personality like a hot drink on a cold day. 

Luke concludes the story by, once more, drawing our attention to Jesus’ source of strength. 
He used to slip away from the crowds to somewhere where he could be alone, and pray. If we 
even begin to do the same, we may discover that we are enabled, and challenged, to find ways 
of bringing the same love-in-action to those who need it. Circumstances change, but there are 
plenty of people in today’s world who need the touch of Jesus, literally and metaphorically, and 
are waiting for us to provide it.1 
 

 
1 Tom Wright, Luke for Everyone (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004), 
41–58. 


