
LUKE 5:17–26 

 
The Healing of the Paralytic Lowered Through the Roof 

17 One day, as Jesus was teaching, there were Pharisees and legal experts sitting there who had come 
from every village of Galilee, and from Judaea and Jerusalem. The power of the Lord was with Jesus, 
enabling him to heal. 18 Just then some men appeared, carrying a paralysed man on a mattress; they 
were trying to bring him in and lay him before Jesus. 19 The crowd made it impossible for them to get 
through, so they went up on the roof and let him down through the tiles, mattress and all, so that he 
landed right in the middle, in front of Jesus. 

20 Jesus saw what trust they had. 
‘My friend,’ he said, ‘your sins are forgiven.’ 
21 The legal experts and Pharisees began to argue. ‘Who does he think he is?’ they said. ‘He’s 

blaspheming! Nobody can forgive sins—only God can do that!’ 
22 Jesus knew their line of thought. 
‘Why are you complaining in your hearts?’ he replied. 

23 ‘Which is easier, to say “Your sins are forgiven”, or to say, “Get up and walk”? 24 But if you want to be 
convinced that the son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins—’ (here he turned to the paralysed 
man) ‘—I say to you, get up, pick up your mattress, and go home.’ 

25 At once he got up in front of them all, picked up what he’d been lying on, and went off home, 
praising God. 

26 A sense of awe came over everyone. They praised God, and were filled with fear. ‘We’ve seen 
extraordinary things today,’ they said. 

The day I am writing this, protesters are gathering in trucks and vans, getting ready to drive 
slowly down the long main road to the capital. Their aim is to cause as much disruption as 
possible to normal traffic, so that the whole country will be reminded of the cause they 
represent—a protest against the very high tax on fuel, which, they say, has made it difficult for 
many companies to stay in business. 

Modern democracies tolerate pressure groups like this, provided they don’t overstep the 
mark. They are a way of making feelings known. Though governments don’t by any means 
always do what they want, they are wise to take note of strongly and widely held opinions. If 
enough people want something badly enough, governments have to take notice, even though 
the protesters are entirely unofficial, responsible to nobody but themselves. They may claim, of 
course, to have the best interests of the country at heart, but since nobody has elected them 
this can’t be proved. 

The Pharisees were a pressure group, not an official body. This is the first time Luke has 
introduced us to them, and here they are in force, from all over the small country. This may 
seem a bit excessive; why should they gather like this to check out a young prophet who is 
doing and saying strange things? The answer is that their particular cause—for which they were 
from time to time prepared to take drastic action—was the coming kingdom of God; and if 
someone else appeared on the scene who seemed to be talking about the same thing but 
getting it all wrong, they wanted to know about it. It is as though the protesters, driving slowly 



southwards through England, were suddenly to meet another group, driving slowly northwards, 
and blocking their path. 

The Pharisees’ kingdom-plan, in line with plenty of earlier Jewish aims and ideals, was to 
intensify observance of the Jewish law, the Torah. That, they believed, would create the 
conditions for God to act, as he had promised, to judge the pagans who were oppressing Israel 
and to liberate his people. In addition, some of the more militant believed that it was their God-
given duty to take the law into their own hands, and to use violence to kick-start the process of 
revolution. Jesus’ kingdom-vision was very different—almost diametrically opposite, in fact. 
Since he was drawing crowds and becoming well known, they needed to find out what was 
going on. 

Luke emphasizes that Jesus was powerful, and that it was God’s power at work in him. This, 
of course, was why people came in such numbers that when the unwieldy little procession of 
people arrived at the door, carrying a paralysed friend on a makeshift stretcher or mattress, 
they couldn’t get in. Jesus saw their resourcefulness, in opening up the roof-tiles and letting 
him down, as a sign that they really believed God was at work and that all this effort would be 
worthwhile. Again and again Jesus makes a connection between faith and the power of God. 

In fact, when people don’t believe, they can look even at the evidence of their senses, as 
the Pharisees did that day, and still grumble that something must be wrong. ‘Your sins are 
forgiven’; that did it. Only God can forgive sins, and the normal way he did it, within their 
system, was through the Temple and all that went on there—the sacrificial system, the rituals 
of cleansing, the great festivals, not least the Day of Atonement. If anyone could speak for God, 
declaring to the people that God had forgiven their sins, it would be the priests, particularly the 
high priest, once sacrificial atonement had been made. 

Jesus is slicing through all of that, and declaring on his own authority that this particular 
man is now right with God—all because of his friends’ faith. It isn’t so much that Jesus is 
‘claiming to be God’ (though Luke will soon make it clear that when people met Jesus they were 
indeed meeting God); he is claiming to speak for God, in a way which undercuts the normal 
channels of authority. From the Pharisees’ point of view, this is worse than they had feared. 

But still worse is to come. Jesus explains what he is doing by the mysterious phrase ‘the son 
of man’. In Daniel 7 ‘one like a son of man’ is brought before God, after a time of great 
persecution, and is given authority over the world. The phrase could simply mean ‘a human 
being’; but the way Daniel 7 was read by many Jews in Jesus’ day gave the figure a much more 
specific meaning. This would be the Messiah, the one through whom God would set up his 
kingdom at last after Israel’s long suffering. 

Perhaps not all of Jesus’ hearers would have understood this, but many would see that he 
was making a huge claim to authority. His actions and words were God’s real kingdom-work, 
and God would vindicate him, despite the persecutions that he would suffer. At a stroke, Jesus 
has summoned up a lively element from contemporary Jewish thought and hope, and has 
pressed it into service in his own case. The healing of the paralysed man functions, as he 
intended it to, as a sign that this authority was real. It worked. 

No wonder the crowds were amazed. The combination of healing, authority-claims, and the 
sharp dispute with the leading pressure group of the time, was beyond anything they’d known 
before. The word for ‘extraordinary things’ in the last line is paradoxa, ‘paradoxes’, things you 
wouldn’t normally expect. There were plenty more to come. As with the ‘son of man’ scene in 



Daniel, Jesus’ whole public career consisted in standing things the other way up from how 
people had expected. When people come to him today with even a grain of faith, the 
unexpected still can and does occur. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 5:27–39 

 
Questions about Table-company and Fasting 

27 After this Jesus went out and saw a tax-collector called Levi, sitting at the tax-office. ‘Follow me,’ he 
said. 28 And he left everything, got up, and followed him. 

29 Levi made a great feast for him in his house, and a large crowd of tax-collectors and others were 
there at table. 30 The Pharisees and the legal experts began to grumble to Jesus’ disciples. 

‘Why does he eat and drink,’ they asked, ‘with tax-collectors and sinners?’ 
31 ‘Healthy people don’t need a doctor;’ replied Jesus, ‘it’s sick people who do! 32 I haven’t come to 

call the righteous; I’m calling sinners to repentance.’ 
33 ‘John’s disciples often fast, and say prayers,’ they said to him, ‘and so do the Pharisees’ 

followers—but your disciples eat and drink.’ 
34 ‘Can you make the wedding guests fast’, replied Jesus, ‘while the bridegroom is with them? 35 But 

the time will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them. That’s when they will fast.’ 
36 He added this parable. ‘Nobody tears a piece of cloth from a new coat to make a patch on an old 

one. If they do, they tear the new, and the patch from it won’t fit the old one anyway. 
37 And nobody puts new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the new wine will burst the skins: it will 

go to waste, and the skins will be ruined too. 38 You have to put new wine in new skins. 39 And nobody 
who drinks old wine wants new. “I like the old,” they say.’ 

Technology advances so fast that most of us can’t keep up. If you buy a computer today, by 
tomorrow it will be getting out of date. Within a year or two you won’t be able to get spare 
parts for it. Teams of engineers are working hard all the time to make electronic equipment 
that can perform more tasks at higher speed. What looks brand new this year, and surprises 
you with what it can do, will look old and slow next year. 

This is particularly frustrating if, like me, you don’t move that fast, and end up with software 
that used to work perfectly happily on your old machine but can’t be transferred to the new 
one. The new machine sends you messages saying it doesn’t recognize what you’re putting into 
it. Suddenly the old material you felt comfortable with simply doesn’t fit. 

That is one modern illustration of what Jesus is saying by way of reply to his critics. There is, 
though, one obvious drawback with this particular example. When you’re buying computers (or 
farm equipment, or medication, or whatever it is) you know that the process of research and 
development is going on and on. Everything that is new will soon be old. But in the world of 
Jesus and his followers, the expectation and hope was that God’s new age would come in once 
for all, and never again be outdated. The old would pass away, the new would come, and that 
would be that. It would be a one-off transition, not to be repeated. 

With that warning, the illustration applies very well. What Jesus is doing is putting into 
effect the new world that God is bringing about—and the old ways just don’t fit. They are 
obsolete, not because they were bad in themselves but because God’s new age has new power, 
new possibilities and new hope that simply weren’t there before. Novelty is deeply threatening, 
especially when people have built their lives around the old way. Think how people felt when 
their business of making and mending horse-drawn stage-coaches was quite suddenly 
undermined by the arrival, first of steam trains, and then of motor cars. Or how the whole 



shipbuilding industry shuddered when aeroplanes became the normal method of 
intercontinental travel. That’s the sort of change Jesus claims to be introducing. 

It all starts, as often in Luke (and with Jesus, if it comes to that) with a very human situation. 
Tax-collectors are never popular, but in Jesus’ day it was worse. They were extortionists. And, 
more than that: they were working for the Romans, or for Herod, and their necessary contact 
with Gentiles put them under political suspicion (collaborating with the enemy) and ritual 
exclusion (they might well be unclean). It’s significant that when Levi throws a party, most of 
the others present are, like him, tax-collectors. They had to befriend each other, since most 
ordinary folk wouldn’t have anything to do with them. 

Jesus broke into that world, as he broke into the leper’s sealed-off universe with a single 
touch, summoning Levi to leave his work and follow him. And he explains what he’s doing, to 
the predictable grumblers, with what we today would call a Mission Statement: he is like a 
doctor who can’t do his work unless he associates with the sick. His job is to call sinners to 
repentance. No longer are people to be placed in two categories, with no movement possible 
between them (except, of course, when a ‘righteous’ person commits sin). The new age is 
breaking in, and this new age is the time of forgiveness. That’s what God had always promised. 
This is the new covenant spoken of by the prophets; forgiveness is here, walking down the 
street, and when people repent it is theirs. Never mind if it upsets the tidy classifications of the 
old system. This is a party—the first of many in Luke’s gospel—and like all Jesus’ parties it is a 
sign of the new age. It is, for those with eyes to see, a miniature messianic banquet. 

Luke, following Mark at this point, attaches to this story a string of short sayings about just 
how new this kingdom-message is. For a start, it rules out fasting. Fasting in Judaism, and in the 
various sects and groups of Jesus’ day, was a sign of waiting, of bewailing the present time 
when God’s kingdom still had not arrived. It was a way of looking back to the disasters that had 
befallen Israel, and humbling oneself in repentance to pray for God’s mercy. But what if God’s 
mercy was now alive and active, healing, celebrating, creating a new world and inviting you to 
enjoy it? Once again, the party theme: this is like a wedding-feast (a regular Jewish image for 
God’s coming new age), and the last thing you do at a wedding is abstain from food or drink. It’s 
a celebration of life itself. Yes, there is a dark note to this as well: one day the bridegroom will 
be taken away, and then it will be time to fast once more. But it won’t be for long. Luke’s gospel 
ends with two Easter meals, one in Emmaus and one in the upper room. The bridegroom 
returns, and his risen life means that God’s new age has been well and truly launched. 

Luke’s version of the sayings is slightly different from Mark’s. In Mark’s, the point about the 
new cloth is that it’s unshrunk, so when it shrinks it will ruin the patching job. In Luke’s version, 
the point is that by cutting out a new piece of cloth you will both ruin the new coat and not 
help the old one. There’s no use, in other words, trying to see if you can fit some bits of Jesus’ 
kingdom-programme into the programmes of John’s disciples and the Pharisees. Take one 
element of Jesus’ work, and you miss the whole; and you can’t, in any case, fit that one element 
into the old ways of thinking. You have to take the new thing whole or not at all. 

So too with the wine and the skins. Try to fit Jesus’ new work into the thought-forms and 
behaviour-patterns of John’s movement, or the Pharisees’ movement, and all you’ll get is an 
explosion (it had already started to happen). But—the last line is unique to Luke, and it’s a 
solemn warning—don’t expect the people who have given their lives to the old movements to 



be happy about switching allegiance. They are likely to stay with what they know. They have got 
used to the old wine and are frightened they won’t like the new. 

That’s a perennial problem faced by all reformers, but of course this passage isn’t about any 
and every innovation and reformation that people may dream up. People sometimes use this 
passage to justify every bright idea and to mock every tradition, but that’s not the idea. Jesus is 
doing a new thing; this new thing still forms the basis of Christianity today. The real challenge of 
this passage is to see where in the world—and, of course, in the church too—people are living 
today as though the old age was still the norm, as though the new life of the gospel had never 
burst in upon us. The task then is to live out the new life, the new energy, which was at the 
heart of Jesus’ teaching and work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 6:1–11 

 
Teachings on the Sabbath 

1 One sabbath, Jesus was walking through some cornfields. His disciples were plucking and eating ears of 
grain, rubbing them with their hands. 

2 ‘Why’, asked some Pharisees, ‘are you doing something that isn’t permitted on the sabbath?’ 
3 ‘Haven’t you read what David did?’ replied Jesus. ‘When he and his men were hungry, 4 he went 

into God’s house and took the “bread of the Presence”, which no one but the priests was allowed to eat. 
He ate some, and gave it to his companions. 

5 ‘The son of man’, he declared, ‘is Lord of the sabbath.’ 
6 On another sabbath he went into the synagogue and was teaching. A man was there whose right 

hand was withered. 7 The scribes and Pharisees were watching him, to see if he would heal him on the 
sabbath, so that they could find an accusation against him. 

8 He knew what they were thinking. 
‘Get up,’ he said to the man with the withered hand, ‘and come out here in the middle.’ He got up 

and came out. 
9 ‘Let me ask you something,’ Jesus said to them. ‘Is it lawful to do good on the sabbath or to do evil? 

To save life or to destroy it?’ 
10 He looked round at all of them. 
‘Stretch out your hand,’ he said to the man. 
He did so; and his hand was restored. 11 But they were filled with rage, and discussed with each 

other what they might do to Jesus. 

A relative of mine likes to tell of an occasion when he flew, with some business friends, to 
Ireland to watch a rugby match. When they got off the plane, there were no customs officers 
waiting to receive them. So two or three of them went into the official booths, put on the caps 
they found there, and inspected the passports of the other people who were arriving. They had 
no official authority, but it seemed to work. I have often wondered, hearing that story, what 
happened when the real customs officers arrived; but at that point history, as so often, remains 
silent. 

That must have been how Jesus appeared to many onlookers. He held no public office. He 
wasn’t a priest (priests had the job of teaching people the law). He wasn’t part of any well-
known pressure group, such as the Pharisees, who had their own opinions on how the law 
should be kept, which they tried to insist on for society as a whole. He hadn’t had any formal 
training as a teacher. 

And yet there he was, so to speak, in the airport arrivals zone telling people what to do, 
giving some people permission to do things they were not normally supposed to. Who did he 
think he was? That is, in fact, the main question Luke wants us to ask. Luke is not so interested 
in asking, ‘Do we or don’t we keep the sabbath?’ but rather, ‘Who did Jesus think he was?’ 

The first little incident seems complicated until we see to the heart of it. Jesus’ point is that 
he and his men are in the same position as David and his men had been. They were an 
exception to the normal rule, and so is he. Normally only priests in the sanctuary ate the ‘bread 
of the Presence’ (the bread which was set aside to symbolize God’s presence in fellowship with 
his people); but David claimed the right to do so. Why? Presumably because he was the rightful 



king of Israel. Samuel had anointed him when he was only a lad, and had proclaimed him king; 
but Saul was still on the throne. At the time of the story, David was leading a rag-tag group of 
followers, keeping away from Saul, waiting for the time when his kingship would come true. 

This speaks volumes about Jesus. He, too, as Luke has been at pains to tell us, has been 
anointed as Israel’s king. He, too, is waiting for the time when this kingship will come true. He, 
too, is on the move with his odd little group of followers. And now—picking up a biblical image 
which some of his hearers might have understood, though many probably didn’t—he was the 
sovereign ‘son of man’, the one whom Israel’s God would prove in due course to be the rightful 
king, on the day when opponents would be silenced and everything would be put to rights. 

What mattered, then, wasn’t so much that Jesus’ followers were breaking the sabbath. They 
were and they weren’t; it depends which regulations people chose to appeal to, and opinions 
differed on what precisely you could and couldn’t do on the sabbath. What mattered is that 
Jesus was the coming King, who had the right to suspend even the sacred sabbath law when 
necessary. And he seems to have thought that it was necessary; God’s new world was breaking 
in, and the rules appropriate for the old one had to be rethought. 

For many Christians in today’s world, keeping the sabbath has become a quaint memory. 
Several do still observe it; but for many in the Western world it is remembered as something 
we used to do a long time ago but don’t think much about today. For Jesus’ contemporaries, 
though, it was one of the chief badges of their identity in a hostile world, a sign to them and 
their neighbours that they were God’s special people. It’s easy for modern Western Christians 
to mock the Jews of Jesus’ day for fussing about something that doesn’t concern us. There are 
many things in our world, our society, which have become just as central for us—and perhaps 
just as much under God’s judgment—as sabbath-keeping was for them. 

The other story—the healing of the man with the withered hand—rams the point home. 
What counts is that God, the creator, is honoured in what is done. Is this action, Jesus asks, 
going to save life or to destroy it? On this occasion Jesus didn’t do anything that either official 
Jewish law or the unofficial codes of the Pharisees would have deemed illegal. He didn’t even 
touch the man. Telling him to stretch out his hand could hardly be counted as ‘work’, and hence 
be forbidden. But it was enough that Jesus was doing things which indicated that he regarded 
himself as being able to act with sovereign freedom in respect of the ancestral laws and 
traditions. Luke is preparing us for what is to come next: the way in which Jesus began to shape 
the growing community of his followers, to turn them into God’s New Israel, the people who 
would live in God’s New Age. This people, defined by their loyalty to Jesus as the true King, the 
true ‘son of man’, would already celebrate the new ‘week’ that was dawning. They would no 
longer be bound by the sabbath law, part of the old creation that was drawing towards a close. 

 

 

 



LUKE 6:12–26 

 
The Beatitudes 

12 It happened around that time that Jesus went up into the mountain to pray, and he spent all night in 
prayer to God. 13 When day came, he called his disciples, and chose twelve of them, calling them 
‘apostles’: 14 Simon, whom he called Peter, and Andrew his brother, and James and John, and Philip, 
Bartholomew, 15 Matthew, Thomas, James son of Alphaeus, Simon who was called ‘the hothead’, 16 Judas 
son of James, and Judas Iscariot, who turned traitor. 

17 He went down the mountain with them, and took up a position on a level plain where there was a 
large crowd of his followers, with a huge company of people from all Judaea, from Jerusalem, and from 
the coastal region of Tyre and Sidon. 18 They came to hear him, and to be cured from their diseases. 
Those who were troubled by unclean spirits were healed, 19 and the whole crowd tried to touch him, 
because power went out from him and healed everybody. 

20 He lifted up his eyes and looked at his disciples, and said: 

‘Blessings on the poor: God’s kingdom belongs to you! 
21 ‘Blessings on those who are hungry today: you’ll have a feast! 
‘Blessings on those who weep today: you’ll be laughing! 
22 ‘Blessings on you, when people hate you, and shut you out, when they slander you and reject your 

name as if it was evil, because of the son of man. 23 Celebrate on that day! Jump for joy! Don’t you see: 
in heaven there is a great reward for you! That’s what your ancestors did to the prophets. 

24 ‘But woe betide you rich: you’ve had your comfort! 
25 ‘Woe betide you if you’re full today: you’ll go hungry! 
26 ‘Woe betide you if you’re laughing today: you’ll be mourning and weeping! 
27 ‘Woe betide you when everyone speaks well of you: that’s what your ancestors did to the false 

prophets.’ 

Let us imagine that you are a schoolteacher. One day, you go out into the school playground, 
where there are dozens of children kicking footballs around. You go over to where they are, and 
call for them to gather round. Then you begin, slowly but surely, to select eleven of them. You 
don’t need to say a word. Choose your eleven and lead them off somewhere else. Everyone will 
know what you’re doing. You’re picking a football team. 

Then supposing you and your team begin to work together, to train for the serious games 
ahead. What are you going to do? You assume they know something of football, something of 
the rules. But you want to tell them that some things are quite different now. The game has 
changed. Things you do in the playground aren’t the same as things you do in a real match. 

But it’s no good lecturing them for hours about how to play. What they need is three or four 
things to remember to do, and three or four things to remember not to do. Then, in the heat of 
the moment, these basic guidelines will come back to them, or so you hope, and keep them 
focused on how best to play the game. 

Now think what Jesus was doing. They didn’t have football teams in his day, and in any case 
what he was doing was far more serious than that. What they did have was a long memory of 
the time when God called the twelve tribes of Israel—descended from the twelve sons of 
Jacob—and made them his special people, so that through them he could fulfil his purposes for 



the whole world. Now Jesus has come, as it were, out onto the playground where all sorts of 
people are trying out ways of being God’s people—some with new rules to obey, some with 
new schemes for violent revolution, some with support for Herod and his regime, some with 
proposals for withdrawing into the desert and praying in private, and no doubt others as well. 
From the people he has met, he chooses twelve. Even if he’d done that without a word, 
everyone could see what he was doing. He was picking an Israel team. They were to be the 
nucleus, the centre and starting-point, for what God was now going to do. They were the core 
of God’s renewed Israel. 

He gave them clear orders as to how his vision of God’s work would go forward. Four 
promises, and four warnings, presented in terms of Israel’s great scriptural codes: in the book 
called Deuteronomy, there were long lists of ‘blessings’ for those who obeyed the law, and 
‘curses’ for those who didn’t. These formed part of the charter, the covenant, the binding 
agreement between God and Israel. Now, with the renewed Israel formed around him, Jesus 
gives them his own version of the same thing. 

And a radical version it is. It’s an upside-down code, or perhaps (Jesus might have said) a 
right-way-up code instead of the upside-down ones people had been following. God is doing 
something quite new: as Jesus had emphasized in the synagogue at Nazareth, in chapter 4, he is 
fulfilling his promises at last, and this will mean good news for all the people who haven’t had 
any for a long time. The poor, the hungry, those who weep, those who are hated: blessings on 
them! Not that there’s anything virtuous about being poor or hungry in itself. But when 
injustice is reigning, the world will have to be turned once more the right way up for God’s 
justice and kingdom to come to birth. And that will provoke opposition from people who like 
things the way they are. Jesus’ message of promise and warning, of blessing and curse, rang 
with echoes of the Hebrew prophets of old, and he knew that the reaction would be the same. 

So if Jesus comes to our ‘playgrounds’ today, where we have fun with ideas and schemes, 
where we try out different ways of making sense of life, usually with only mixed success—what 
sort of a team is he going to choose? Who is he calling, and to what sort of a task? What are his 
promises and warnings for our world, for people who will hear his call and follow him? We must 
all answer for ourselves. But as Christians we believe that what Jesus began with the call of the 
Twelve and the sharp-edged teaching of blessings and curses remains in force today. This is the 
shape of the kingdom: the kingdom which still today turns the world upside down, or perhaps 
the right way up, as much as ever it did. 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 6:27–38 

 
Loving Your Enemies 

27 ‘But this is my word’, Jesus continued, ‘for those of you who are listening: love your enemies! Do good 
to people who hate you! 28 Bless people who curse you! Pray for people who treat you badly! 

29 ‘If someone hits you on the cheek—offer him the other one! If someone takes away your coat—
don’t stop them taking your shirt! 30 Give to everyone who asks you, and don’t ask for things back when 
people have taken them. 

31 ‘Whatever you want people to do to you, do that to them. 32 If you love those who love you, 
what’s special about that? Think about it: even sinners love people who love them. 33 Or again, if you do 
good only to people who do good to you, what’s special about that? Sinners do that too. 34 If you lend 
only to people you expect to get things back from, what’s special about that? Even sinners lend to 
sinners to get paid back. 35 No: love your enemies, do good and lend without expecting any return. Your 
reward will be great! You will be children of the Highest! He is generous, you see, to the stingy and 
wicked. 36 You must be merciful, just as your father is merciful. 

37 ‘Don’t judge, and you won’t be judged. Don’t condemn, and you won’t be condemned. Forgive, 
and you’ll be forgiven. 38 Give, and it will be given to you: a good helping, squashed down, shaken in, and 
overflowing—that’s what will land in your lap. Yes: the ration you give to others is the ration you’ll get 
back for yourself.’ 

One of the greatest Jewish scholars to write about Jesus in the modern age was David Flusser, 
who taught for many years at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. But not everyone approved 
of his scholarship; and one of his most brilliant students, visiting a university elsewhere, was 
once given a very low mark by the professor simply because of being associated with Flusser 
himself. Then, some time later, a student of that other professor came to study with Flusser. His 
work was not very good, but Flusser insisted on grading it with an ‘A’. His teaching assistant 
protested: how could he do that, particularly after what the other professor had done? ‘Give 
him an A,’ insisted Flusser. ‘This I have learned from Jesus.’ 

The kingdom that Jesus preached and lived was all about a glorious, uproarious, absurd 
generosity. Think of the best thing you can do for the worst person, and go ahead and do it. 
Think of what you’d really like someone to do for you, and do it for them. Think of the people to 
whom you are tempted to be nasty, and lavish generosity on them instead. These instructions 
have a fresh, springlike quality. They are all about new life bursting out energetically, like 
flowers growing through concrete and startling everyone with their colour and vigour. 

But are they possible? Well, yes and no. Jesus’ point was not to provide his followers with a 
new rule-book, a list of dos and don’ts that you could tick off one by one, and sit back satisfied 
at the end of a successful moral day. The point was to inculcate, and illustrate, an attitude of 
heart, a lightness of spirit in the face of all that the world can throw at you. And at the centre of 
it is the thing that motivates and gives colour to the whole: you are to be like this because 
that’s what God is like. God is generous to all people, generous (in the eyes of the stingy) to a 
fault: he provides good things for all to enjoy, the undeserving as well as the deserving. He is 
astonishingly merciful (anyone who knows their own heart truly, and still goes on experiencing 
God’s grace and love, will agree with this); how can we, his forgiven children, be any less? Only 



when people discover that this is the sort of God they are dealing with will they have any 
chance of making this way of life their own. 

In fact, this list of instructions is all about which God you believe in—and about the way of 
life that follows as a result. We must admit with shame that large sections of Christianity down 
the years seem to have known little or nothing of the God Jesus was talking about. Much that 
has called itself by the name of Jesus seems to have believed instead in a gloomy God, a penny-
pinching God, a God whose only concern is to make life difficult, and salvation nearly 
impossible. But, by the same token, this passage gives the lie to the old idea (which was around 
in Jesus’ day as well as our own) that all religions are really the same, that all gods are really 
variations on the same theme. This God is different. If you lived in a society where everyone 
believed in this God, there wouldn’t be any violence. There wouldn’t be any revenge. There 
wouldn’t be any divisions of class or caste. Property and possessions wouldn’t be nearly as 
important as making sure your neighbour was all right. Imagine if even a few people around 
you took Jesus seriously and lived like that. Life would be exuberant, different, astonishing. 
People would stare. 

And of course people did stare when Jesus did it himself. The reason why crowds gathered, 
as Luke told us earlier, was that power was flowing out of Jesus, and people were being healed. 
His whole life was one of exuberant generosity, giving all he’d got to give to everyone who 
needed it. He was speaking of what he knew: the extravagant love of his Father, and the call to 
live a lavish human life in response. And finally, when they struck him on the cheek and ripped 
the coat and shirt off his back, he went on loving and forgiving, as Luke will tell us later (23:34, 
43). He didn’t show love only to his friends, but to his enemies, weeping over the city that had 
rejected his plea for peace. He was the true embodiment of the God of whom he spoke. 

There are two particularly astonishing things about these instructions. First, their simplicity: 
they are obvious, clear, direct and memorable. Second, their scarcity. How many people do you 
know who really live like this? How many communities do you know where these guidelines are 
rules of life? What’s gone wrong? Has God changed? Or have we forgotten who he really is? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 6:39–49 

 
Judging Others and True Obedience 

39 Jesus told them this riddle. ‘What do you get when one blind man guides another? Both of them 
falling in a ditch! 40 Students can’t do better than the teacher; when the course is done, they’ll all be just 
like the teacher. 

41 ‘Why look at the speck of dust in your brother’s eye, when you haven’t noticed the plank in your 
own eye? 42 How can you say to your brother, “Dear brother, let me take the speck out of your eye,” 
when you can’t see the plank in your own? You’re a fraud! First take the plank out of your own eye, and 
then you’ll see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s eye. 

43 ‘You see, no good tree bears bad fruit; nor can a bad tree produce good fruit. 44 Every tree is 
known by its fruit. You don’t pick figs from thorns; nor do you get grapes from a briar-bush. 45 The good 
person brings good things out of the good treasure of the heart; the evil person brings evil things out of 
evil. What comes out of the mouth is what’s overflowing in the heart. 

46 ‘Why do you call me, “Lord, Lord,” and don’t do what I say? 47 I’ll show you what people are like 
when they come to me, and hear my words, and do them. 48 They are like a wise man building a house: 
he dug, he went down deep, and he laid a foundation on rock. When a flood came, the river burst its 
banks all over the house, but it couldn’t shake it because it was well built. 49 But when people hear but 
don’t obey—that’s like a man who built a house on the ground, without a foundation. When the river 
burst over it, it fell down at once. The ruin of that house was devastating.’ 

One picture is worth a thousand words. Here, in quick succession, are four of Jesus’ most vivid 
word-sketches. They are meant to be funny. Try reading them like that, and you’ll see a dry, 
perhaps typically Jewish, humour coming through; the Bible is full of humour if we know how to 
recognize it. But what these little scenes have to say is deadly serious. Jesus intended people to 
remember these lessons. They were going to need to. 

Each is a warning about rival teachings, rival visions of the kingdom, about ‘solutions’ which 
leave the depths of the problem untouched. They applied to rival teachings in Jesus’ day, but 
they apply just as well to some of today’s theories about what human life should be like. 

The sequence begins with the riddle about the blind leading the blind. Beware, Jesus is 
saying, of other teachings which look as though they’re offering guidance but will in fact put 
you all in the ditch. The next saying seems to be a comment on this point: students can’t 
advance beyond their teachers. There’s no point studying with the Pharisees; all you’ll be at the 
end of the day is another Pharisee. Jesus is challenging his hearers to break out of the moulds 
they are being offered, and to come to the startling new way he is pioneering. 

The next riddle, about the speck of dust in the other person’s eye and the plank in one’s 
own (it is meant to sound ridiculous; Jesus was deliberately sketching a verbal cartoon, a 
caricature) is also a warning against a certain type of teaching. As with the blind in the previous 
saying, the question is: can you see clearly enough to lead, let alone criticize, someone else? 
What people criticize in others is frequently, though not always, what they are subconsciously 
aware of (or afraid of) in themselves. The speck and the plank are a classic case of what 
psychologists call ‘projection’. The person knows there’s something seriously wrong with his or 



her own eye, so tries to avoid the problem by telling someone else there’s a tiny problem with 
theirs. 

How did the rival teachers in Jesus’ day fit this model? Perhaps because, with so many of 
their rules and regulations, they were trying to fine-tune obedience to the law down to the last 
possible detail, while missing the law’s major point. They were trying to make Israel holier and 
holier as a way of separating their nation from other nations; but the point of the law and the 
prophets was to make Israel the light to the nations. They were hunting for specks in each 
other’s eyes with magnifying glasses, but couldn’t see that there was a plank—a single massive 
disobedience—in their own. 

But of course Jesus’ picture continues to be relevant to new situations long after his own 
day. There must be many churches where a huge fuss is made about small details, while the 
main point of the gospel, and of radical Christian witness in the world, is missed altogether. It 
has been claimed that the leaders of the Russian Orthodox Church in 1917 were having a long 
debate about vestments at the very moment when the Bolsheviks were launching their 
revolution. Whether that is true or not, the very thought of it serves as a dire warning to other 
churches at other times. There’s nothing wrong with getting the details in place; the story ends 
with removing the speck, after all; but first you’ve got to deal with the plank. 

The point of it all—the point of being a Jew, of God’s call to Israel, of God’s call to every 
individual—is in fact to produce truly human beings. That’s the thrust of the riddle about trees 
and fruit. Moral reformation which leaves the heart untouched is about as useful as tying 
bunches of grapes on to a briar-bush. Jesus is inviting his hearers to a way of life which is so 
completely new that it will need a change of heart, a change deep down in the personality. 
There are many alternatives to Jesus’ invitation on the market today, just as there were in his 
time, but they don’t touch the real problem. 

The sermon ends with a stern warning, expressed as another vivid story. Listening to true 
wisdom and not putting it into practice is like building without foundations. Sooner or later the 
floods will come, and then it will be apparent what sort of building you’re living in. Jesus’ 
contemporaries may have heard a hint here about the great building project of their day, the 
completion of Herod’s rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem. Certainly Luke makes it clear later 
on that the Temple was under God’s judgment because its rulers hadn’t obeyed Jesus’ call to a 
different way of obedience. But the message applies to all sorts of people and situations. One 
of the lasting achievements of Jesus was to tell such vivid and easily memorable stories that 
people of every age, and in every part of the world, can hear a word for themselves. 

The question is, of course: are we today so keen on looking for specks in other people’s eyes 
that we can’t see the planks in our own? Do our plans and schemes look good on the outside 
but leave the heart untouched? Are we building without a foundation? As we ask those 
questions about ourselves, and watch out in case we are lured into those traps by others, we 
must maintain, as our basic rule of life, the generous, free-spirited approach of the previous 
parts of the sermon. Jesus’ radical offer of new and abundant life is so all-embracing, and hence 
so all-demanding, that people try to find alternative ways. But they must be resisted, or the 
house will come down with a crash.1 

 
1 Tom Wright, Luke for Everyone (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004), 
58–78. 



 


