
LUKE 9:1–17 

 
The Twelve Sent Out and the Feeding of the 5,000 

1 Jesus called together the Twelve, and gave them power and authority over all demons, and to cure 
diseases. 2 He sent them out to announce God’s kingdom and cure the sick. 

3 Don’t take anything for the journey,’ he said to them, ‘no stick, no bag, no bread, no money, no 
second cloak. 4 Whenever you go into a house, stay there and leave from there. 5 If anyone won’t receive 
you, go out of that town and wipe the dust off your feet as evidence against them.’ 

6 So off they went, and travelled through the villages, announcing the good news and healing people 
everywhere. 

7 Herod the Tetrarch heard what was going on, and was very puzzled. Some people were saying that 
John had been raised from the dead. 8 Others were saying that Elijah had appeared; still others, that one 
of the old prophets had arisen. 

9 ‘I beheaded John,’ said Herod, ‘but I keep hearing all these things about this other fellow. Who is 
he?’ And he tried to get to see him. 

10 The disciples returned and told Jesus what they had done. He took them off and went away 
privately to a town called Bethsaida. 11 When the crowds discovered, they followed him. He welcomed 
them and spoke to them about the kingdom of God, and he healed those who needed it. 

12 As the day wore on, the Twelve came to Jesus. 
‘Send the crowd away,’ they said, ‘so that they can go into the villages and countryside nearby, find 

somewhere to stay, and get something to eat. We’re in quite a lonely spot here.’ 
13 ‘You give them something to eat,’ he replied. 
‘All we’ve got here’, they said, ‘is five loaves and a couple of fishes—unless you mean we should go 

ourselves and buy food for all these people?’ 14 (There were about five thousand men.) 
‘Get them to sit down’, said Jesus, ‘in groups of around fifty each.’ 
15 They did so, and everyone sat down. 16 Then Jesus took the five loaves and the two fish. He looked 

up to heaven, blessed the food, divided it, and gave it to the disciples to pass around the crowd. 
17 Everyone ate, and was satisfied. They took up twelve baskets of broken bits left over. 

When a new business starts up, it’s often the dream of one person that makes it happen. But if 
the business succeeds, more people need to come on board. Not just to do the detailed work 
that the founder hasn’t got time for, but to share in the planning, to take responsibility. Often 
this is difficult and painful for the visionary who began it all. But it’s necessary: one person can’t 
do it all, and can’t be there for ever. 

How much more vital was it that Jesus share his life and work with his closest followers. He 
knew, though they didn’t yet, that he wouldn’t be with them very long. He knew he was shortly 
to meet a terrible fate. By the end of Luke 9 he will have begun to explain this to his followers—
though they never understood it, or believed it, until afterwards. But already he was beginning 
to share his vocation with them. They needed to learn to do what he was doing, to trust God 
like he trusted God. Of course, when they tell people about God’s kingdom, they will be talking 
about Jesus, not themselves. But Jesus has commissioned them to share his work. 

That in itself gives them a certain status. This is strange, because at first they seem the very 
opposite of the ambassadors of a king. They are to go in complete poverty, relying entirely on 



what people give them as they continue Jesus’ own work of announcing the good news and 
healing those in need. Though in some respects they might have looked like the wandering 
philosophers who appeared from time to time in the Middle East, Jesus forbade them to take 
the money-bag in which such travelling teachers would store what they had got through 
begging. This was to be a venture of faith from first to last. 

This preaching and healing tour both was and wasn’t a model for the life of the church after 
Pentecost. Nowhere do we hear that the early church acted like this. They needed great faith to 
attempt the things they did; the Jerusalem community, in selling property and pooling 
resources, gave themselves to God’s kingdom just as fully as the Twelve on this occasion. But 
Luke, telling this story, doesn’t mention the particular strategy adopted in that part of Acts. This 
was, it seems, part of the urgent, unique mission of Jesus. 

Jesus invites the disciples into partnership here by telling them to give the crowds 
something to eat. They are naturally puzzled: what can he mean? Even if they were to buy 
bread themselves, how could they afford enough for such a huge number? What Jesus then 
does is a kind of close-up, sharply focused version of what they themselves had been doing 
when travelling round relying on God’s provision. Jesus takes it one radical stage further. 
Invoking the power of the God through whom the whole physical world is created and 
sustained in life, he calmly thanks God for what he has provided, blesses the food, breaks it and 
gives it—again involving the astonished disciples, this time in distributing the food to the 
equally amazed crowd. 

People often find this story incredible. They suggest that maybe when Jesus made everyone 
sit down, and gave them a tiny bit of food, that prompted them to produce the food they had 
all brought anyway. That’s one explanation; there are several others, all attempting to explain 
away what each of the four gospels says quite explicitly. Of course, if the disciples had known 
that even a few people had food with them there wouldn’t have been a problem in the first 
place. No: at this point today’s reader is invited, like the disciples at the start of the chapter, to 
go out into the unknown, into a world where things aren’t normally like that, and to trust God 
completely. In terms of our knowledge of how the world normally works, this is like asking us to 
set off without stick or bag, food or money. We aren’t even allowed the frequent fall-back 
position which sounds good but avoids the issue (‘the real miracle was in people’s hearts’). 
Christians who intend to make the gospel story their own are living a venture of faith from first 
to last. 

Not, however, blind faith. We aren’t called to believe that Jesus can, as it were, do tricks to 
order. He wasn’t a magician. What he did on this rare occasion was to allow God’s creative 
power to flow through him in a special way, as with his healings only more so. And, as the 
gospel-writers describe this incident with words so familiar in the later church from 
celebrations of the Lord’s Supper (he ‘took the bread, blessed it, broke it and gave it’), we 
Christians are invited to invoke that same healing, creative power in all that we do, in 
everything that flows from our life of worship. 

Meanwhile, a storm cloud appears on the horizon. Jesus had kept out of Herod’s way up to 
now, but sending the disciples on a wider mission meant that the grumpy Tetrarch was bound 
to take notice. When he asks ‘Who is Jesus?’, this isn’t the question of an innocent enquirer. If 
Jesus was in the same category as John the Baptist or Elijah, no rich and oppressive king of the 
Jews would remain unscathed. Unless, of course, he struck first. 



LUKE 9:18–27 

 
Peter’s Declaration of Jesus’ Messiahship 

18 When Jesus was praying alone, his disciples gathered around him. 
‘Who do the crowds say I am?’ he asked them. 
19 ‘John the Baptist,’ they responded. ‘And others say Elijah. Others say that one of the ancient 

prophets has arisen.’ 
20 ‘What about you?’ said Jesus. ‘Who do you say I am?’ 
‘God’s Messiah,’ answered Peter. 
21 He gave them strict and careful instructions not to tell this to anyone. 
22 ‘The son of man’, he said, ‘must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders, and the chief 

priests, and the legal experts. He must be killed, and raised up on the third day.’ 
23 He then spoke to them all. ‘If any of you want to come after me,’ he said, ‘you must say No to 

yourselves, and pick up your cross every day, and follow me. 24 If you want to save your life, you’ll lose it; 
but if you lose your life because of me, you’ll save it. 25 What good will it do you if you win the entire 
world, but lose or forfeit your own self? 26 If you’re ashamed of me and my words, the son of man will be 
ashamed of you, when he comes in the glory which belongs to him, and to his father, and to the holy 
angels. 

27 ‘Let me tell you,’ he concluded, ‘there are some standing here who won’t experience death until 
they see God’s kingdom.’ 

‘When did you first know’, I asked my friend, ‘that you wanted to be a philosopher?’ (He was at 
this time already a senior professor of philosophy.) 

‘Oh, that’s easy,’ he replied. ‘I knew when I was sitting in my first lecture in the 
undergraduate programme. I sat there and knew that this was what I wanted to do with my 
life.’ 

That is, perhaps, unusual—though many people do report such moments of clarity, vision 
and, yes, vocation. But there’s another side to the story. When did other people know that he 
was to be a philosopher? It wouldn’t have done any good if he’d gone to his teachers after that 
first class and said, ‘That’s it: this is the life for me!’ They would have told him to get on with the 
first week’s assignments, then the second week’s, and so on. After several months they might, 
perhaps, tell him he was doing well. Perhaps after a year or so his fellow-students might tell 
him he had what it took to get to the top. But only after several years, studying different 
branches of the subject, writing lengthy dissertations, taking part in seminars, and so on—only 
after a long time would the academic seniors tell a bright student that it was time he applied 
for a job. A long time can elapse between feeling called and being recognized. 

In Jesus’ case, we know that his vocation had been dramatically confirmed at his baptism. 
Luke has made it clear that it stretched way back beyond that, so that already at the age of 12 
he was exploring, not whether he had such a calling, but what it might mean. 

But part of the calling meant that Jesus would have to engage in a strange public career, 
without starting off by saying ‘I’m the Messiah!’ His style of messiahship was to be so different 
from what people expected that, as Luke has already indicated, it cost him dear and nearly got 



him lynched in Nazareth. It caused even John the Baptist to be puzzled about what exactly was 
going on. 

Jesus was known as a prophet, and when people asked what he was up to they went for 
models to prophets old and new, from Elijah to John the Baptist. Some may have been trying to 
identify Jesus with the Elijah who, according to Malachi 4:5, would return to herald ‘the great 
and terrible day of the Lord’. Certainly they believed that Jesus was behaving like someone 
through whom some great act of God was about to take place. 

But Jesus was more than that. Prophet he certainly was; but he was not simply pointing to 
God’s kingdom some way off in the future, he was causing it to appear before people’s eyes, 
and was setting in motion the events through which it would become firmly established. And 
sooner or later he had to put the question to the disciples. They marked themselves out from 
the crowd by piercing the disguise; even though Jesus wasn’t doing everything they had 
expected a Messiah to do, the combination of authority, power, insight and fulfilment of the 
scriptures that they had seen in him was too potent to mean anything else. To have called 
them, as the deeply symbolic Twelve, was important, too; but anyone could have done that, 
and been mistaken. To have equipped them to go out and do what he was doing was 
something else again. Their own identity had come to depend on his, and there was only one 
answer they could give: You’re the Messiah, God’s anointed king. 

If we have understood Luke’s story so far, with its strong hints of opposition from the 
Pharisees on the one hand and Herod on the other, it will come as no surprise that Jesus at 
once tells not just the Twelve but anyone who wants to follow him that there is a dark and 
dangerous time ahead. The world is being turned upside down, and anyone who wants to come 
through and be present when God’s kingdom appears will have to be prepared to be turned 
upside down and inside out with it. Despite what many well-meaning evangelists and preachers 
have said, Jesus didn’t come with the message that if we followed him we would have an easy 
life, with everything happening exactly as we would like it. Just the reverse. To save your life, 
you have to lose it. To avoid having ‘the son of man’ be ashamed of you, you have to 
acknowledge him. In other words, when the Messiah is installed as judge of God’s world, which 
was a central part of the Jewish expectation, then only those who have been prepared to follow 
him when it was dangerous and shameful to do so will be acknowledged by him in return. 

Jesus’ swift movement, from asking who they think he is to summoning them to follow him 
even to the death, shows clearly enough that we cannot separate thinking from action in the 
Christian faith. As Jesus said earlier, it’s no use saying ‘Lord, Lord,’ if you don’t do what he says. 
Jesus’ identity and his vocation are tied so tightly together that if you want to have anything to 
do with him you have to take the whole package or nothing at all. There are no half measures in 
the kingdom of God. And, as we contemplate that challenge, let’s be careful to note something 
that Luke emphasizes at the start of this passage and the next one. These momentous 
revelations of truth and vocation took place as Jesus had been praying. No half measures there 
either. 

 

 



LUKE 9:28–45 

 
The Transfiguration 

28 About eight days after this conversation, Jesus took Peter, John and James and went up a mountain to 
pray. 28 And, as he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became shining 
white. 30 Two men appeared, talking with him: it was Moses and Elijah, 31 who appeared in glory and 
were speaking of his departure, which he was going to fulfil in Jerusalem. 

32 Peter and those who were with him were heavy with sleep, but they managed to stay awake. They 
saw his glory, and the two men who were standing there with him. 

33 As they were going away from him, Peter said to Jesus, ‘Master, it’s wonderful for us to be here! 
Let’s make three tents, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah!’ He didn’t know what he was 
saying; 34 but as the words were coming out of his mouth a cloud appeared and overshadowed them. 
They were afraid as they entered the cloud. 35 And a voice came from the cloud: ‘This is my son, my 
chosen one: listen to him.’ 36 As the voice spoke, there was Jesus by himself. They kept silent, and told 
nobody at that time anything of what they had seen. 

37 The next day, as they were going down from the mountain, a large crowd met them. 38 A man from 
the crowd shouted out, ‘Teacher! Please, please have a look at my son! He’s my only child, and look 
what’s happening to him! 39 A spirit seizes him, and suddenly it shrieks and convulses him, so that he 
foams at the mouth. It goes on savaging him, and it’s almost impossible to get it to leave him. 40 I begged 
your disciples to cast it out, but they couldn’t.’ 

41 ‘You faithless and depraved generation!’ said Jesus in reply. ‘How long shall I be with you and have 
to put up with you? Bring your son here.’ 

42 While he was on the way, the demon tore at him and threw him into convulsions. Jesus rebuked 
the unclean spirit, healed the child, and gave him back to his father. 43 Everyone was astonished at the 
greatness of God. 

While they were all still expressing amazement at everything he had done, Jesus said to his disciples, 
44 ‘Let these words go right down into your ears: the son of man is to be given over into the hands of 
sinners.’ 45 They had no idea what he was talking about. It was hidden from them, so that they wouldn’t 
perceive it, and they were afraid to ask him about what he had said. 

The Oscar-winning movie Chariots of Fire tells the story of two athletes at the 1920 Paris 
Olympics. Harold Abrahams, after a gigantic struggle as much against himself as against the 
other runners, achieved the gold medal in the 100 yards. Eric Liddell, the devout Christian who 
had refused to run on a Sunday, switched events and won the gold in the 440 yards. It is a 
moving double story, all the more so for being true. 

After the Games were over, the movie shows all the athletes returning on the boat train to 
London, and spilling out excitedly into Waterloo station. All except Harold Abrahams. His 
girlfriend waits anxiously as the crowd thins out. Only when they have all gone does Harold 
emerge slowly from the train. He has achieved what he set out to do. He has the long-coveted 
prize in his hand. He has been up the mountain, and is realizing that whatever he does now he 
will never stand there again. He has to come down from the giddy heights and face reality. 

All the gospel-writers follow the story of the transfiguration with the story of a boy who is 
desperately ill, so sick that the disciples hadn’t been able to cure him. They seem to be telling 
us that the two go together: the mountain-top experience and the shrieking, stubborn demon. 



Many people prefer to live their lives without either, to be people of the plateau, undramatic 
and unexciting. God seems to call some to that kind of life. But, for many, dramatic visions and 
spiritual experiences are balanced by huge demands. The more open we are to God, and to the 
different dimensions of God’s glory, the more we seem to be open to the pain of the world. We 
are right to be wary when we return from some great worship service, when we rise from a 
time of prayer in which God has seemed close and his love real and powerful. These things are 
never given for their own sake, but so that, as we are equipped by them, God can use us within 
his needy world. 

Luke has highlighted, throughout this passage, the way in which the transfiguration was 
preparing Jesus himself not just for one human tragedy but for the greatest threat of all. Moses 
and Elijah, says Luke, were speaking with Jesus ‘about his departure, which he was going to 
fulfil at Jerusalem’. The word for ‘departure’ is exodus, and Luke means us to understand that in 
several senses. It can mean, like ‘exodus’ in the Old Testament, ‘departure,’ ‘going away’. It can 
also serve as a euphemism for ‘death,’ as when someone says ‘when I am no longer here’, 
referring to their own death. But the reason Luke has chosen this word—not least in connection 
with Moses!—is that in his death Jesus will enact an event just like the great Exodus from 
Egypt, only more so. In the first Exodus, Moses led the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt and 
home to the promised land. In the new Exodus, Jesus will lead all God’s people out of the 
slavery of sin and death, and home to their promised inheritance—the new creation in which 
the whole world will be redeemed. 

Jesus himself, then, went through the mountain-top experience, knowing that it was 
preparing him to follow where the law and the prophets (here represented by Moses and 
Elijah) had pointed: down into the valley, to the place of despair and death, the place where 
demons shriek and sufferers weep, the place where the son of man will be handed over to 
sinners (which here means ‘Gentiles’). The disciples were overwhelmed by the transfiguration, 
and blurted out things they didn’t mean (Peter seems to have thought it would be good to keep 
Moses, Elijah and Jesus there for ever—but things don’t work like that). They were unable to 
understand how it was that the glory which they had glimpsed on the mountain, the glory of 
God’s chosen son, the Servant who was carrying in himself the promise of redemption, would 
finally be unveiled on a very different hill, an ugly little hill outside Jerusalem. 

We, too, often find it completely bewildering to know how to understand all that God is 
doing and saying, both in our times of great joy and our times of great sadness. But the word 
that comes to us, leading us on to follow Jesus even when we haven’t a clue what’s going on, is 
the word that came from the cloud on that strange day in Galilee: ‘This is my son, my chosen 
one. Listen to him.’ 

 

 

 



LUKE 9:46–62 

 
The Nature of Discipleship 

46 A dispute arose among them about which of them was the greatest. 47 Jesus knew this quarrel was 
going on in their hearts, so he took a child and stood it beside him. 

48 If you receive this child in my name,’ he said, ‘you receive me. And anyone who receives me, 
receives the one who sent me. Whoever is the least among you—that’s the one who is great.’ 

49 ‘Master,’ commented John, ‘we saw someone casting out demons in your name. We told him to 
stop, because he wasn’t part of our company’ 

50 ‘Don’t stop him,’ replied Jesus. ‘Anyone who isn’t against you is on your side.’ 
51 As the time came nearer for Jesus to be taken up, he settled it in his mind to go to Jerusalem. 52 He 

sent messengers ahead of him. They came into a Samaritan village to get them ready, 53 and they 
refused to receive him, because his mind was set on going to Jerusalem. 54 When the disciples James and 
John saw it, they said, ‘Master, do you want us to call down fire from heaven and burn them up?’ 55 He 
turned and rebuked them, 56 and they went on to another village. 

57 As they were going along the road a man addressed Jesus. 
‘Wherever you’re going,’ he said, ‘I’ll follow you!’ 
58 ‘Foxes have lairs,’ Jesus replied, ‘and the birds in the sky have nests; but the son of man doesn’t 

have anywhere to lay his head.’ 
59 To another person he said, ‘Follow me.’ 
‘Master,’ he replied, ‘let me first go and bury my father.’ 
60 ‘Let the dead bury their dead,’ said Jesus. ‘You must go and announce God’s kingdom.’ 
61 ‘I will follow you, Master,’ said another, ‘but first let me say goodbye to the people at home.’ 
62 ‘Nobody’, replied Jesus, ‘who begins to plough and then looks over his shoulder is fit for God’s 

kingdom.’ 

The most famous work of early English literature is Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. As we read it 
today, we get a sudden and vivid picture of life in the fourteenth century, and of the rich and 
diverse human characters of the time, with their joys and sorrows, their sins and their 
saintliness. It is almost as if we knew them for ourselves. 

But there is one thing about the book which Chaucer’s own contemporaries would have 
found fascinating but which is commonplace for us. They seldom if ever travelled anywhere; 
the pilgrims were doing something almost as unusual, in their world, as flying to the moon is for 
us. Travel used to be a rare luxury. As recently as the nineteenth century, only the idle rich from 
England could afford the time and money to visit the sights of Europe. In Chaucer’s world, as in 
most of the world for most of human history, most people didn’t travel at all. Those rich 
enough to afford horses could go some distance, but often wouldn’t, because of all sorts of 
dangers. They stayed in their local neighbourhood all their lives. 

This was true for most people in Jesus’ world, too, with one major exception. Jews in Galilee 
regularly made one journey: the pilgrimage to Jerusalem (about three or four days’ walk). And 
all Jews, wherever they were, would tell the story of the great journey of the Exodus, when 
their ancestors travelled from Egypt to the Promised Land. As they did so, they would tell other 
biblical stories as well—stories about kings and prophets, about God’s dealings with Israel in 
bygone days. 



Luke has all this in mind as he tells us about Jesus’ plans to go to Jerusalem, where (as we 
saw in verse 31) he was to ‘fulfil’ his ‘exodus’. It wasn’t the moment yet for an official 
pilgrimage, and the journey which begins with 9:51 will continue—providing a frame for most 
of Luke’s gospel—until 19:41; but from now on Jerusalem is the goal, and Jesus is constantly on 
the move. Luke’s other great book, the Acts of the Apostles, also includes a long travel 
sequence (the journeys of St Paul, eventually arriving in Rome). Travelling in obedience to God’s 
call is one of Luke’s central pictures for what it means to be a Christian. Following Jesus is what 
it’s all about. 

The first thing he makes clear about following Jesus is that it’s not easy. Before they even 
set off, the disciples are having a private row about which of them is the greatest. Whenever 
any project is launched, people discover that their own ambitions get mixed up with it. That has 
to be dealt with before you can start; the problem will recur, but markers must be put down 
right away. Then the disciples have to learn that God’s kingdom may be going forward through 
people they don’t know, who aren’t part of their group. Things are not always straightforward. 

When they start, Jesus ‘sends messengers (the word can also mean ‘angels’) ahead of him’. 
Luke wants to remind us that this is indeed an Exodus journey: in the book of Exodus itself 
(23:20) God ‘sends his angel before you’ to guide the people into the land. But this is also a new 
Exodus journey: the prophet Malachi (3:1) declares that God will send his angel, or messenger, 
before him, so that when he arrives to judge and save, the people will be ready. All of this is 
built into Jesus’ strange new journey. This is the road to the real promised land; it is also the 
road by which God himself is returning to his people. 

All James and John can think of is that they are now in the same position as Elijah in the Old 
Testament. If they meet opposition, they want to call down fire from heaven (2 Kings 1:10–12). 
But that’s not what Jesus’ journey is like. It’s not a triumphant march, sweeping all resistance 
aside. It is the progress of the gospel of the kingdom, and as we know from Luke 4 that means 
the message of love—of a grace so strong, so wide-ranging, and so surprising, that many will 
find it shocking. 

Including, it seems, many who see Jesus and think it would be a fine thing to follow him. The 
people who speak to Jesus on the road are like the seed sown on rocky ground, or among 
thorns, in Luke 8. They want to follow, but have conditions attached. Are they ready to drop 
what they’re doing and come right away? The obligation to bury one’s father was regarded by 
many Jews of the time as the most holy and binding duty of a son; but Jesus says that that, too, 
is secondary to the call to follow him and announce God’s kingdom. 

The challenge to move forward, to journey on with Jesus, comes over loud and clear in the 
last line. Many today don’t work the land, and perhaps don’t appreciate what happens if you’re 
trying to plough a straight furrow and then look back to see how you did. Even if what you see 
is a straight line, the act of looking back will mean that the next bit will become crooked. Think 
of other pictures. If you’re singing a song, it’s no good wondering whether you sang the 
previous line all right. You’ve got to concentrate on the next line. If you’re on a journey, the 
map you need is the one which tells you where to go next, not the one for the road you’ve just 
travelled. 

The question comes home to us with renewed force. Where is Jesus asking us to travel, not 
yesterday but tomorrow? Are we ready to follow him wherever he goes? 



LUKE 10:1–16 

 
Jesus Sends Out the Seventy 

1 After this the Master commissioned seventy others, and sent them ahead of him in pairs to every town 
and place where he was intending to come. 

2 ‘There’s a great harvest out there,’ he said to them, ‘but there aren’t many workers. So plead with 
the harvest-master to send out workers for the harvest. 

3 ‘Off you go now. Remember, I’m sending you out like lambs among wolves. 4 Take no money-bag, 
no pack, no sandals—and don’t stop to pass the time with anyone on the road. 5 Whenever you go into a 
house, first say, “Peace on this house.” 6 If a child of peace lives there, your peace will rest on them; but 
if not, it will return to you. 

7 ‘Stay in the same house, and eat and drink what they provide. The worker deserves to be paid. 
Don’t go from house to house. 8 If you go into a town and they welcome you, eat what is provided, 9 heal 
the sick who are there, and say to them, “God’s kingdom has come close to you.” 10 But if you go into a 
town and they don’t welcome you, go out into the streets of the town and say, 11 “Here is the very dust 
of your town clinging to our feet—and we’re wiping it off in front of your eyes! 

12 But you should know this: God’s kingdom has come close to you!” Let me tell you, on that day it 
will be more tolerable for Sodom than for that town. 

13 ‘Woe betide you, Chorazin! Woe betide you, Bethsaida! If the powerful deeds done in you had 
been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago, sitting in sackcloth and ashes. 14 But it 
will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the judgment than for you. 15 And you, Capernaum—you 
want to be lifted up to heaven, do you? No: you’ll be sent down to Hades! 

16 ‘Anyone who hears you, hears me; anyone who rejects you, rejects me; and anyone who rejects 
me, rejects the one who sent me.’ 

I had lunch with a friend who told me how, earlier in the year, his teenage son had been taken 
seriously ill. For weeks he had been going to doctors and specialists, all of whom had been 
puzzled by his symptoms. Finally he went to a senior specialist, who put an end to the 
speculation. ‘Take him to the hospital at once,’ he said. ‘We’ll operate tomorrow.’ He had 
discovered a brain tumour, which was removed with great skill and without lasting damage. 
Had they waited another day it might have been too late. 

Something of that mood hangs over the story of Jesus’ second sending out of followers. This 
time, when Jesus sends messengers to the places he intends to visit, there is a note of real 
urgency. He knows he will not pass this way again; if people don’t respond to his mission this 
time, it may be too late. He is the last herald before the great debacle that will come on the 
nation if they don’t pay attention. If they reject him, there can be no subsequent warning. If 
they delay, it may be too late. 

Only Luke tells us of a mission of 70, and there are two puzzles about this. First, some 
manuscripts read ‘seventy-two,’ instead of ‘seventy’, and there has been much discussion 
about which is correct. Second, whichever it is, why was this number chosen (either by Jesus or 
Luke)? Was there a symbolic meaning for it? 

The answer to both questions may be that once again Luke is seeing Jesus in the light of 
Moses, who on one occasion chose 70 elders of Israel, who were given a share in God’s Spirit, 
and were thereby equipped to help him lead the people of Israel (Numbers 11:16, 25). On that 



occasion, not unlike what we saw in Luke 9:49–50, two others who were not part of the original 
70 also received the Spirit, to the alarm of some. The point will then be that Jesus is sending out 
assistants to help in leading the new Exodus. 

But in the original Exodus the Israelites rebelled, grumbled and didn’t want to go the way 
God was leading. That, indeed, was the main reason why Moses needed extra help. In Jesus’ 
work, too, many if not most of his contemporaries simply didn’t want to know. Despite all his 
healings, and the power and shrewdness of his teaching, the way he wanted them to follow—
the way which he knew would lead them to God’s true Exodus—was simply not the way they 
wanted. Thus it had been since his first sermon at Nazareth; thus it was to be right up to his last 
days in Jerusalem. 

At the heart of his call was the message of peace. ‘Peace to this house,’ the messengers 
were to say, looking to see whether there was a ‘child of peace’ there. Jesus’ contemporaries 
were for the most part not wanting peace—peace with their traditional enemies the Samaritans 
(about whom one of Jesus’ most famous parables will occupy us later in this chapter), or peace 
with the feared and hated Romans. They wanted an all-out war that would bring God’s justice 
swiftly to their aid and get rid of their enemies once and for all. 

But Jesus’ vision of God’s kingdom was going in the opposite direction. As far as he was 
concerned, the idea of fighting evil with evil was like the children of Israel wanting to go back to 
Egypt. Other movements had tried the way of violence, with disastrous results. But his rejection 
of that way was not based simply on pragmatic considerations. It grew directly out of his 
knowledge and love of Israel’s God as the God of generous grace and astonishing, powerful, 
healing love. This was the God whose life-giving power flowed through him to heal; this was the 
God to whose kingdom he was committed. 

His messengers therefore had to go with a word of warning as well as of invitation. To 
refuse this message would mean courting the disaster of going the opposite way from God 
himself; and that would mean, as always, throwing oneself into the hands of pagan power. The 
judgment that would fall on Chorazin and Bethsaida in central Galilee, and on Jesus’ own town 
of Capernaum, would be more terrible than that suffered by the wicked cities of the Old 
Testament, but it would not consist of fire falling from heaven. It would take the form of 
Roman invasion and destruction. Rome’s punishment for rebel subjects would be the direct 
result of God’s people turning away from God’s way of peace. 

This explains the urgency and sternness of Jesus’ charge to the 70. They were not offering 
people a new religious option which might have a gentle effect on their lives. They were holding 
out the last chance for people to turn away from Israel’s flight into ruin, and to accept God’s 
way of peace. God’s kingdom—God’s sovereign and saving rule, longing to enfold his people 
and the whole world with love and new creation—had come close to them. Jesus was on his 
way to Jerusalem for the showdown with the forces of evil. To reject him now, or even to reject 
his messengers, was to reject God himself. 

 

 



LUKE 10:17–24 

 
The Celebration of Jesus 

17 The seventy came back exhilarated. 
‘Master,’ they said, ‘even the demons obey us in your name!’ 
18 ‘I saw the satan fall like lightning from heaven,’ he replied. 
19 ‘Look: I’ve given you authority to tread on snakes and scorpions, and over every power of the 

enemy. Nothing will ever be able to harm you. 20 But—don’t celebrate having spirits under your 
authority. Celebrate this, that your names are written in heaven.’ 

21 Then and there Jesus celebrated in the Holy Spirit. 
‘I thank you, Father,’ he said, ‘Lord of heaven and earth! You hid these things from the wise and 

intelligent, and revealed them to babies. Yes, Father, that was what you graciously decided. 22 Everything 
has been given me by my father. Nobody knows who the son is except the father, and nobody knows 
who the father is except the son, and anyone to whom the son wishes to reveal him.’ 

23 Jesus then turned to the disciples privately. 
‘A blessing on the eyes’, he said, ‘which see what you see! 24 Let me tell you, many prophets and 

kings wanted to see what you see, and they didn’t see it; and to hear what you hear, and they didn’t 
hear it!’ 

What was it like being Jesus? That’s one of the hardest questions for anyone reading the 
gospels, but this passage gives us some clues. 

It’s all too easy for Christians to make the mistake of thinking that he just sailed through life 
with ease; being divine, we sometimes suppose, meant that he never faced problems, never 
had to wrestle with difficulties. Of course, the gospels themselves give us a very different 
picture. But, as we said earlier, we are easily fooled into thinking of Jesus as a kind of 
Superman. 

That sort of understanding might seem, to begin with, to be supported by this passage. 
Jesus speaks of seeing the satan fall like lightning from heaven. He gives the 70 power over all 
evil. He celebrates his unique relationship with the Father. He speaks of a fulfilment which the 
great ones of old had longed to see. Surely, we think, this is Jesus the super-hero, striding 
through the world winning victories at every turn, able to do anything at all? And surely, we 
often think, this Jesus is remarkably irrelevant to our own lives, where we face problems and 
puzzles and severe tests of faith, where despite our prayers and struggles things often go just 
plain wrong? 

Luke has no intention of describing Jesus as Superman. The rest of his gospel makes that 
quite clear, and this passage fits in much better with his overall portrait than with the one we 
project back from our shallow modern culture. What we find here, in fact, is the unveiling of 
the true nature of the battle Jesus was facing and fighting. 

He has now determined to go to Jerusalem, and, as we have seen, a new note of urgency 
comes in as he sends the 70 ahead of him. The depth of this urgency appears in the discussion, 
with the 70, of their role and mission. Jesus began his public career with a private battle against 
the real enemy; this battle will continue until its last great showdown, as the powers of 
darkness gather for their final assault (22:53). But the initial victory which Jesus won in the 



desert is already being implemented through the work of his followers, and this points in turn 
to the victory which will come through the last battle. 

We must remind ourselves who or what ‘the satan’ is in Jewish thinking. The word ‘satan’ 
literally means ‘accuser’, and ‘the satan’ appears in scripture as the Director of Public 
Prosecutions in God’s heavenly council (Job 1:6–12; 2:1–7; Zechariah 3:1–2). At some point he 
seems to have overstepped the role, not only bringing unfounded accusations, but inciting 
people to do things for which he can then accuse them. Finally, in flagrant rebellion against God 
and his plans of salvation for the world, the satan seeks to pervert, distort and overthrow Israel, 
the chosen bearers of God’s promise, and to turn aside from his task Israel’s true Messiah, the 
bringer of fulfilment. He has gained enormous power because the world in general, and Israel’s 
leaders too, have been tricked by his cunning. 

Jesus’ task is therefore not simply to teach people a new way of life; not simply to offer a 
new depth of spirituality; not simply to enable them to go to heaven after death. Jesus’ task is 
to defeat the satan, to break his power, to win the decisive victory which will open the way to 
God’s new creation in which evil, and even death itself, will be banished. 

So what did Jesus see, and what did it mean? ‘I saw the satan fall like lightning from 
heaven,’ he said. As the 70 were going about their urgent mission, Jesus in prayer had seen a 
vision, echoing the prophetic visions of the downfall of the ancient enemy (Isaiah 14:4–23; 
Ezekiel 28:1–19). Jesus had seen, in mystical sight, the heavenly reality which corresponded to 
the earthly victories won by the 70. He knew, and could assure the 70, that their work was 
indeed part of the great victory begun in the desert and to be completed on the cross. They 
must not imagine, though, that they can now sit back and enjoy their new powers. What 
matters is that God’s purpose is going forward, and that they are already enrolled in it. There is 
shortly coming a time, after all, when even the Twelve, even Peter, will be sifted like wheat by 
the satan, before the final victory can be accomplished (22:31–32). 

In the same moment of vision and delight, Jesus celebrates what he realizes as God’s 
strange purpose. If you needed to have privilege, learning and intelligence in order to enter the 
kingdom of God, it would simply be another elite organization run for the benefit of the top 
people. At every stage the gospel overturns this idea. Jesus sees that the intimate knowledge 
which he has of the Father is not shared by Israel’s rulers, leaders and self-appointed teachers; 
but he can and does share it with his followers, the diverse and motley group he has chosen as 
his associates. God, says St Paul, chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, the weak 
to shame the strong. 

As Jesus goes on his way to fight the final battle in Jerusalem, he knows that this strange 
purpose is already being accomplished. At its heart is the creation of a new people: a people 
who recognize Jesus as God’s true son, the Messiah, and a people who through the work of 
Jesus are coming to know God for themselves as Father. A people, in other words, who fulfil 
Israel’s destiny; a people who see and hear what prophets and kings longed to see and hear but 
did not. 

 

 



LUKE 10:25–37 

 
The Parable of the Good Samaritan 

25 A lawyer got up and put Jesus on the spot. 
‘Teacher,’ he said, ‘what should I do to inherit the life of the coming age?’ 
‘Well,’ replied Jesus, 26 ‘what is written in the law?’ 
27 ‘You shall love the Lord your God’, he replied, ‘with all your heart, all your soul, all your strength, 

and all your understanding; and your neighbour as yourself.’ 
28 ‘Well said!’ replied Jesus. ‘Do that and you will live.’ 
29 ‘Ah,’said the lawyer, wanting to win the point, ‘but who is my neighbour?’ 
30 Jesus rose to the challenge. ‘Once upon a time,’ he said, ‘a man was going down from Jerusalem to 

Jericho, and was set upon by brigands. They stripped him and beat him and ran off leaving him half 
dead. 31 A priest happened to be going down that road, and when he saw him he went past on the 
opposite side. 32 So too a Levite came by the place; he saw him too, and went past on the opposite side. 

33 ‘But a travelling Samaritan came to where he was. When he saw him he was filled with pity. 34 He 
came over to him and bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and wine. Then he put him on his own beast, 
took him to an inn, and looked after him. 35 The next morning, as he was going on his way, he gave the 
innkeeper two denarii. “Take care of him,” he said, “and on my way back I’ll pay you whatever else you 
need to spend on him.” 

36 ‘Which of these three do you think turned out to be the neighbour of the man who was set upon 
by the brigands?’ 

37 ‘The one who showed mercy on him,’ came the reply. 
‘Well,’ Jesus said to him, ‘you go and do the same.’ 

The best-known stories are sometimes the hardest to understand. ‘The good Samaritan’ has 
passed into folklore, and has succeeded, confusingly, in changing the meaning of the word 
‘Samaritan’ itself in modern English. There is now a well-known organization called ‘The 
Samaritans’, whose task is to give help to people in the direst need. But that certainly wasn’t 
what people would have meant by the word in Jesus’ day. 

Often this parable is simply taken in a general moral sense: if you see someone in the ditch, 
go and help them. Sometimes, where people remember that in Jesus’ day the Samaritans and 
the Jews hated each other like poison, this is expanded into a further moral lesson about the 
wickedness of racial and religious prejudice. But if we are to have any chance of understanding 
what Jesus himself meant—and what was at stake in the wider conversation with the lawyer—
we need to go deeper. 

Fortunately this isn’t difficult. The hatred between Jews and Samaritans had gone on for 
hundreds of years—and is still reflected, tragically, in the smouldering tension between Israel 
and Palestine today. Both sides claimed to be the true inheritors of the promises to Abraham 
and Moses; both sides, in consequence, regarded themselves as the rightful possessors of the 
land. Few Israelis today will travel from Galilee to Jerusalem by the direct route, because it will 
take them through the West Bank and risk violence. In exactly the same way, most first-century 
pilgrims making the same journey would prefer, as Jesus himself did, to travel down the Jordan 
valley to Jericho and then turn west up the hill to Jerusalem. It was much safer. 



But still not completely safe. The desert road from Jericho to Jerusalem had many turns and 
twists, and brigands could lurk out of sight in the nearby hills and valleys, ready to strike. A 
lonely traveller was an easy target. And, when he was left half-dead, those who went by 
couldn’t tell whether he was dead or alive … so, since as Temple officials it was important for 
the two in the story not to contract impurity by touching a corpse, it was better that they 
remain aloof, preserving their purity at the cost of their obedience to God’s law of love. 

The lawyer’s question and Jesus’ answer don’t quite match up, and that’s part of the point. 
He wants to know who counts as ‘neighbour’. For him, God is the God of Israel, and neighbours 
are Jewish neighbours. For Jesus (and for Luke, who highlights this theme), Israel’s God is the 
God of grace for the whole world, and a neighbour is anybody in need. Jesus’ telling question at 
the end isn’t asking who the Samaritan regarded as his neighbour. He asked, instead, who 
turned out to be the neighbour of the half-dead Jew lying in the road. Underneath the 
apparently straightforward moral lesson (‘go and do the same’), we find a much sterner 
challenge, exactly fitting in with the emphasis of Luke’s story so far. Can you recognize the 
hated Samaritan as your neighbour? If you can’t, you might be left for dead. 

But even that doesn’t get right to the heart of it. Jesus is himself on the road to Jerusalem—
it is perhaps significant that the first parable told on the journey is about people coming and 
going on the road Jesus himself will shortly tread—and his challenge to Israel is to see that the 
way of confrontation with Samaritans, Romans and pagans of whatever sort is not the way of 
living and showing God’s grace. He is urgently offering the way of peace, and only the ‘children 
of peace’ (10:6) will escape the self-inflicted judgment that will befall those bent on violence. 

What lies at the heart of the confrontation with the lawyer, then, is a clash between two 
quite different visions of what it means to be Israel, God’s people. The lawyer’s question about 
the key requirements for entering the age to come was a standard rabbinic question, to which 
there were standard answers available. His own summary is exactly the same as that which 
Jesus himself gives in Mark 12:29–31 and Matthew 22:37–40. But what he had in mind was the 
way in which the law provided a definition of Israel. He wanted to put Jesus on the spot, and 
force him into saying something that might appear heretical. 

When Jesus makes him reveal his own summary, and then simply agrees with it, the lawyer 
now aims ‘to win the point’, ‘to justify himself’—not simply meaning ‘to show that he hadn’t 
asked a trivial or obvious question’, but ‘to come out on top in this public confrontation’. The 
question about the neighbour is designed to smoke out Jesus’ supposedly heretical views on 
God’s wider plans for the whole world, and so to show that the lawyer was right to challenge 
him. It does indeed produce from Jesus an answer about the wide-reaching grace of God, but 
the story Jesus tells makes it clear that these views are not heretical, but rather the true 
fulfilment of the commandment which the lawyer claims to regard as vital. 

What is at stake, then and now, is the question of whether we will use the God-given 
revelation of love and grace as a way of boosting our own sense of isolated security and purity, 
or whether we will see it as a call and challenge to extend that love and grace to the whole 
world. No church, no Christian, can remain content with easy definitions which allow us to 
watch most of the world lying half-dead in the road. Today’s preachers, and today’s defenders 
of the gospel, must find fresh ways of telling the story of God’s love which will do for our day 
what this brilliant parable did for Jesus’ first hearers. 



LUKE 10:38–42 

 
Martha and Mary 

38 On their journey, Jesus came into a village. There was a woman there named Martha, who welcomed 
him. 39 She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Master’s feet and listened to his teaching. 

40 Martha was frantic with all the work in the kitchen. 
‘Master,’ she said, coming in to where they were, ‘don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the 

work all by myself?’ 
41 ‘Martha, Martha,’ he replied, ‘you are fretting and fussing about so many things. 42 Only one thing 

matters. Mary has chosen the best part, and it’s not going to be taken away from her.’ 

If you thought ‘the good Samaritan’ was radical, this powerful little story suggests that Luke has 
plenty more where that came from. In describing Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem, he has chosen 
this incident as part of his introduction. It took place at Bethany, as we know from other 
accounts of these sisters, and Bethany was not far from Jerusalem—near, in fact, the top of the 
road described in the parable we’ve just studied. The incident can’t, therefore, have taken 
place at this point in the story, but Luke has placed it here to alert us to something special 
about Jesus’ work. Not only was he redrawing the boundaries of God’s people, sending out a 
clear message about how the gospel would reach to those outside the traditional borders. He 
was redrawing the boundaries between men and women within Israel, blurring lines which had 
been clearly laid down. 

The real problem beween Martha and Mary wasn’t the workload that Martha had in the 
kitchen. That, no doubt, was real enough, but it wasn’t the main thing that was upsetting 
Martha. Nor was it (as some have suggested) that both the sisters were romantically attracted 
to Jesus and Martha was jealous of Mary’s adoring posture, sitting at Jesus’ feet. If there was 
any such feeling, Luke neither says nor hints anything about it. No: the real problem was that 
Mary was behaving as if she were a man. In that culture, as in many parts of the world to this 
day, houses were divided into male ‘space’ and female ‘space’, and male and female roles were 
strictly demarcated as well. Mary had crossed an invisible but very important boundary within 
the house, and another equally important boundary within the social world. 

The public room was where the men would meet; the kitchen, and other quarters unseen 
by outsiders, belonged to the women. Only outside, where little children would play, and in the 
married bedroom, would male and female mix. For a woman to settle down comfortably 
among the men was bordering on the scandalous. Who did she think she was? Only a 
shameless woman would behave in such a way. She should go back into the women’s quarters 
where she belonged. This wasn’t principally a matter of superiority and inferiority, though no 
doubt it was often perceived and articulated like that. It was a matter of what was thought of as 
the appropriate division between the two halves of humanity. 

In the same way, to sit at the feet of a teacher was a decidedly male role. ‘Sitting at 
someone’s feet’ doesn’t mean (as it might sound to us) a devoted, dog-like adoring posture, as 
though the teacher were a rock star or a sports idol. When Saul of Tarsus ‘sat at the feet of 
Gamaliel’ (Acts 22:3), he wasn’t gazing up adoringly and thinking how wonderful the great rabbi 
was; he was listening and learning, focusing on the teaching of his master and putting it 



together in his mind. To sit at someone’s feet meant, quite simply, to be their student. And to 
sit at the feet of a rabbi was what you did if you wanted to be a rabbi yourself. There is no 
thought here of learning for learning’s sake. Mary has quietly taken her place as a would-be 
teacher and preacher of the kingdom of God. 

Jesus affirms her right to do so. This has little to do with the women’s movements in the 
modern West. They do have some parallels with Jesus’ agenda, and the two can make common 
cause on several issues; but they should not be confused. Jesus’ valuation of each human being 
is based not on abstract egalitarian ideals, but on the overflowing love of God, which, like a 
great river breaking its banks into a parched countryside, irrigates those parts of human society 
which until now had remained barren and unfruitful. Mary stands for all those women who, 
when they hear Jesus speaking about the kingdom, know that God is calling them to listen 
carefully so that they can speak of it too. 

We would be wrong, then, to see Martha and Mary, as they have so often been seen, as 
models of the ‘active’ and the ‘contemplative’ styles of spirituality. Action and contemplation 
are of course both important. Without the first you wouldn’t eat, without the second you 
wouldn’t worship. And no doubt some people are called to one kind of balance between them, 
and others to another. But we cannot escape the challenge of this passage by turning it into a 
comment about different types of Christian lifestyle. It is about the boundary-breaking call of 
Jesus. As he goes up to Jerusalem, he leaves behind him towns, villages, households and 
individuals who have glimpsed a new vision of the kingdom, and for whom life will never be the 
same again. God grant that as we read his story the same will be true for us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 11:1–13 

 
The Lord’s Prayer 

1 Once Jesus was praying in a particular place. When he had finished, one of his disciples approached. 
‘Teach us to pray, Master,’ he said, ‘just like John taught his disciples.’ 
2 ‘When you pray,’ replied Jesus, ‘this is what to say: 
‘Father, may your name be honoured; may your kingdom come; 3 give us each day our daily bread; 

4 and forgive us our sins, as we too forgive all our debtors; and don’t put us to the test. 
5 ‘Suppose one of you has a friend,’ he said, ‘and you go to him in the middle of the night and say, 

“My dear friend, lend me three loaves of bread! 6 A friend of mine is on a journey and has arrived at my 
house, and I have nothing to put in front of him!” 7 He will answer from inside his house, “Don’t make 
life difficult for me! The door is already shut, and my children and I are all in bed! I can’t get up and give 
you anything.” 8 Let me tell you, even if he can’t get up and give you anything just because you’re his 
friend, because of your shameless persistence he will get up and give you whatever you need. 

9 ‘So this is my word to you: ask and it will be given you; search and you will find; knock and it will be 
opened to you. 10 You see, everyone who asks receives! Everyone who searches finds! Everyone who 
knocks has the door opened for them! 11 If your son asks you for a fish, is there a father among you who 
will give him a snake? 12 Or if he asks for an egg, will you give him a scorpion? 13 Face it: you are evil. And 
yet you know how to give good presents to your children. How much more will your heavenly father 
give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!’ 

The telephone rang. It was a message that my younger son, a singer, was about to get on an 
aeroplane to go with his choir to the other side of the world. If I was quick, I might just be able 
to catch him with a call to wish him well. I phoned, caught him, and we had a good chat. There 
are times when I wonder where fatherhood ends and friendship begins. 

Friendship and fatherhood together teach us something about God and prayer. Actually, the 
learning can be a two-way street. It isn’t just a matter of thinking about earthly friends and 
fathers and then learning that God is like that. There are times when a father needs to take a 
long, hard look at what God’s fatherhood is all about, and start changing his own fatherhood 
behaviour to be more like it. And most of our friendships, I suspect, could do with the 
improvement that some reflection about God as a friend might provide. 

It is that picture—of God as a friend, in bed and asleep, with his children around him—
which probably strikes us as the more peculiar. (We are used to saying that God is our Father, 
though we may not always ask what exactly that means; but God as our Friend is less obvious.) 
In the sort of house Jesus has in mind, the family would all sleep side by side on the floor, so 
that if the father got up at midnight the whole family would be woken up. My children are now 
past that stage (my wife and I are more likely to be woken up when they come home at 
midnight or later), but it’s obvious what a nuisance it is when the knock comes on the door. 

Yet the friend outside has a real problem, and the sleeping friend can and will help him. The 
laws of hospitality in the ancient Middle East were strict, and if a traveller arrived needing food 
and shelter one was under an obligation to provide it. The friend in the street knows that the 
friend in bed will understand; he would do the same if the roles were reversed. 



What counts is persistence. There are all sorts of ways in which God isn’t like a sleepy friend, 
but Jesus is focusing on one point of comparison only: he is encouraging a kind of holy 
boldness, a sharp knocking on the door, an insistent asking, a search that refuses to give up. 
That’s what our prayer should be like. This isn’t just a routine or formal praying, going through 
the motions as a daily or weekly task. There is a battle on, a fight with the powers of darkness, 
and those who have glimpsed the light are called to struggle in prayer—for peace, for 
reconciliation, for wisdom, for a thousand things for the world and the church, perhaps a 
hundred or two for one’s own family, friends and neighbours, and perhaps a dozen or two for 
oneself. 

There are, of course, too many things to pray about. That’s why it’s important to be 
disciplined and regular. If you leave it to the whim of the moment you’ll never be a true 
intercessor, somebody through whose prayers God’s love is poured out into the world. But 
because these things are urgent, important and complex there has to be more to prayer than 
simply discipline and regularity. Formal prayers, including official liturgies for services in church, 
are vital for most people for their spiritual health, but they are like the metal shell of a car. To 
be effective it needs fuel for its engine, and to be effective prayers need energy, too: in this 
case, the kind of dogged and even funny determination that you’d use with a sleepy friend who 
you hoped would help you out of a tight spot. 

The larger picture, though, is the more familiar one of God as Father. This isn’t just an 
illustration drawn from family life, though of course it is that at its heart, and Jesus’ illustrations 
about giving a child real food rather than poisonous snakes make their point. If we are ever 
tempted to imagine God as a tyrant who would take delight in giving us things that weren’t 
good for us, we should remember these pictures and think again. But the illustration is bigger 
than that as well. The idea of God as Father goes right back to the time when Israel was in 
slavery and needed rescuing. ‘Israel is my son, my firstborn,’ declared God to Pharaoh through 
Moses and Aaron; ‘so let my people go!’ From then on, to call on God as ‘Father’ was to invoke 
the God of the Exodus, the liberating God, the God whose kingdom was coming, bringing bread 
for the hungry, forgiveness for the sinner, and deliverance from the powers of darkness—all 
themes, we may observe, that Luke has drawn to our attention in the last two chapters we have 
studied. 

The ‘Lord’s Prayer’, as many call it, is therefore not just a loosely connected string of 
petitions. It is a prayer for people who are following Jesus on the kingdom-journey. Jesus was 
on the way to Jerusalem, to act on behalf of God’s name, which had been dragged in the mud 
as his people had turned away from him in rebellion. He was on the way to accomplish the 
‘Exodus’ in which the long-awaited kingdom of God would become a reality. He had provided 
bread for the journey, and ‘the breaking of bread’ was to become the sign of his presence in the 
church, and the bond between his followers. He was already offering forgiveness, and would 
accomplish it completely in his death—and he was already demanding from his followers that 
they imitate the graciousness of their God in forgiving their enemies, let alone each other. And, 
as we have already seen and will shortly see in more detail, he was waging war against the 
powers of evil, a war that would reach its decisive battle on Calvary. This is a prayer which 
grows out of the mission of Jesus himself. It has been ideally suited, both as it stands and as a 
framework for wider praying, for his followers ever since. 
 



LUKE 11:14–28 

 
Jesus and Beelzebul 
14 Jesus was casting out a demon that prevented speech. When the demon had gone out, the man who 
had been silent spoke, and the crowd were amazed. 15 But some of them said, ‘He casts out demons by 
Beelzebul, the prince of demons!’ 16 Others, trying to test him out, asked him to produce a sign from 
heaven. 

17 Jesus knew what they were thinking. 
‘Every kingdom split down the middle goes to ruin,’ he said. ‘If a house turns in on itself, it falls. 

18 Well then: if even the satan is split down the middle, how can his kingdom last? This’, he added, ‘is 
because you say that I cast out demons by Beelzebul! 

19 ‘Now look: supposing I do cast out demons by Beelzebul, whose power are your own people using 
when they cast them out? Think about it: they will be your judges. 20 But if it’s by God’s finger that I cast 
out demons, then God’s kingdom has come upon you. 

21 ‘Imagine a strong man, armed to the teeth, guarding his palace. Everything he owns is safe and 
sound. 22 But supposing someone stronger comes and overpowers him, and takes away the armour he 
was trusting in—then he can help himself and start giving the booty away! 23 If you’re not with me, 
you’re against me. If you’re not gathering with me, you’re scattering. 

24 ‘When the unclean spirit goes out of a person, it roams through desert landscapes looking for a 
place to rest. 25 When it doesn’t find anywhere, it says to itself, “I shall go back to the house I left 
behind.” 26 So it sets off and brings along seven other spirits more evil than itself, and goes back to live 
there. That person will end up worse off than he began.’ 

27 While he was saying these things, a woman from the crowd raised her voice. ‘A blessing on the 
womb that bore you,’ she shouted, ‘and the breasts that you sucked!’ 

28 ‘On the contrary,’ replied Jesus. ‘A blessing on those who hear God’s word and keep it!’ 

A friend was telling me about the first years in which she had been a schoolteacher. ‘It was very 
strange,’ she said. ‘Sometimes a pupil would be doing just fine, and then suddenly their work 
would get much worse. We wouldn’t find out why until the parents came to the school to talk 
to us. Then suddenly we’d understand what the problem was: a death in the family, a divorce, 
or something equally traumatic.’ 

Those of us who can remember being pupils, and who have then been parents of 
schoolchildren, will understand the point. What you see on the surface in the classroom isn’t 
the whole picture. You need to understand what’s going on out of sight as well, in the home or 
the local village where the student returns at the end of the working day. Only then will the 
depth of the problem become clear. 

Jesus’ opponents thought they had seen the hidden truth behind what he was doing. 
Outwardly, he was rebuking demons, and they were obeying him. The spirits did what he told 
them. People who saw this were faced with two possible interpretations. Either Jesus really was 
equipped with special power from God, giving him this extraordinary authority. Or he was 
somehow in league with the source of evil power; perhaps he had struck a bargain with the 
Prince of Demons. (The word ‘Beelzebul’ or ‘Beelzebub’ was a kind of nickname, originally 
meaning something like ‘Lord of Flies’. By Jesus’ day it was simply a way of referring to the 
personal source of evil without giving it, or him, a more precise definition.) 



Accusing Jesus like this was, for the opponents, an ideal way not only of rejecting Jesus’ 
message about the kingdom, but of launching a propaganda attack against him. ‘Ah,’ they were 
saying, ‘don’t just look at the outward effects! You need to understand what’s going on behind. 
Then you’ll see he’s a scoundrel—in league with the devil himself!’ Those who were not with 
him were therefore against him (though this proverb-like saying needs balancing with 9:50, and 
wisdom is required in deciding which applies to which situation). 

Jesus would of course have agreed that there was a hidden meaning behind what he was 
doing, but it was the precise opposite of what they were suggesting. His own explanation 
indicates what is really going on. 

He begins by pointing to a fatal flaw in the opponents’ logic. If the satan is opposing his own 
troops, he has already lost the battle: his kingdom is split down the middle. He then invites the 
accusers to compare him with other Jewish exorcists of the time. Are they, too, in league with 
the devil? If not, why should he be? 

Jesus is not claiming to be simply one exorcist among others. He is not casting out demons 
by some magic formula, or by using the name of some mighty or holy person. He is doing so ‘by 
the finger of God’—a phrase which Luke hopes will remind his readers of the powerful works 
which Moses did at Pharaoh’s court (Exodus 8:19), and which the magicians of Egypt could not 
copy. Jesus is acting like someone who has successfully attacked and tied up the strong man 
who was guarding a house. He has won an initial victory over the satan, and is now able to give 
orders to his underlings and have them obey him at once. 

Jesus is showing, then, that the God of the Exodus is alive and well and at work. His journey 
to Jerusalem is marked at every step by signs of what he must accomplish there. The power 
which enables him to defeat the demons in the present is the same power by which, through 
death itself, he will destroy death. 

For the moment, though, a warning: Jesus tells a strange story about an evil spirit which 
returns to the place it left. This can’t be a warning about the likely effect of exorcisms; if it was, 
it would be better not to do them at all, since the poor person ends up worse off than before. It 
probably means what it seems to in Matthew (12:43–45), applying not to an individual person 
but to the nation as a whole. 

The point of Jesus’ exorcisms, after all, was not simply to heal as many individuals as 
possible. If that were his aim, he wasn’t very successful when seen in the longer term. Rather, 
he was aiming to enact God’s kingdom, for Israel and the world. Israel, like a demon-possessed 
person, had been ‘cleansed’ by various movements of reform. But unless the living presence of 
God came to dwell in her midst, Israel would remain vulnerable to the return of the demons. 
Jesus stood there among his people, embodying as we shall see the return of God to Israel. 
Unless they turned from accusation to acceptance, the demons that had led them to ruin in 
former days would come back in full force. 

Jesus’ powerful teaching evoked a typical cry of admiration from a woman in the crowd. 
Fancy being the mother of such a son! But Jesus quickly turns the saying around into another 
warning, as in the earlier comment about his true family (8:21). When the word of God is at 
work, what is required is not applause but obedience. 

 



LUKE 11:29–41 

 
The Sign of Jonah 

29 The crowds kept increasing. Jesus began to say to them, ‘This generation is an evil generation! It looks 
for a sign, and no sign will be given to it except the sign of Jonah. 

30 ‘Jonah was a sign to the people of Nineveh; just so, the son of man will be a sign to this 
generation. 31 The Queen of the South will rise up in the judgment with the men of this generation and 
will condemn them: she came from the ends of the earth to listen to Solomon’s wisdom, and look—
something greater than Solomon is here. 32 The men of Nineveh will rise up in the judgment with this 
generation and will condemn it: they repented at Jonah’s preaching, and look—something greater than 
Jonah is here. 

33 ‘Nobody lights a lamp in order to hide it or put it under a jug. They put it on a lampstand, so that 
people who come in can see the light. 

34 ‘Your eye is the lamp of your body. If your eye is focused, your whole body is full of light. But if it’s 
evil, your body is in darkness. 35 Watch out, then, in case the light inside you turns to darkness. 36 If your 
whole body is illuminated, with no part in darkness, everything will be illuminated, just as you are by a 
flash of lightning.’ 

37 While he was speaking, a Pharisee invited him to have dinner at his house. So he went in and sat 
down. 38 The Pharisee, watching him, was surprised that he didn’t first wash before dinner. 

39 ‘Now, you Pharisees,’ said the Master to him, ‘you clean the outside of the plate and cup, but the 
inside is full of violence and wickedness. 40 That’s stupid! Didn’t the one who made the outside make the 
inside as well? 41 You should give to God what is inside; then everything will be clean for you.’ 

The great church is completely dark. It is almost midnight, and the little crowd outside the west 
door shuffles round and stamps to keep warm in the chilly April air. Then, as the clock strikes, 
the fire is lit, with a sudden glow on all the watching faces. A single candle is lit from the fire. 
The doors swing open, the light moves forward into the pitch-black church, and the Easter 
celebration begins. Soon the whole place will be full of flickering, glowing candlelight, the light 
of God’s power and love shining in the darkness of the world. 

Not every church celebrates Easter this way, but those that do will have no difficulty making 
the connections that hold together the rather confusing collection of sayings in this passage. 
The context is still, of course, Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem, like a candle going forwards into the 
darkness. 

When the light comes, it scatters the darkness; but what if you were rather enjoying the 
darkness, able to get on unseen with whatever evil purposes you had? Light brings hope and 
new possibility, but it also brings judgment. Light symbolizes new life in the face of the darkness 
of death, but it also shows up that darkness for what it is. These sayings, then, though full of 
hope, are also filled with warnings of judgment. Jesus, on his way to Jerusalem, is constantly 
saying in one way or another that God’s light will shine out and expose the darkness that had 
taken hold of the hearts and minds of his contemporaries. 

It all begins with a sign—the sign of Jonah. Jonah is an almost comic figure in the Old 
Testament: the prophet who runs away, the problem passenger thrown into the sea, the dinner 
the whale can’t stomach, and the hothead who gets cross with God over a withered plant. In 
between, though, he told the people of Nineveh to repent, never thinking they would listen and 



obey. But he was wrong: they did—whether or not, as in Matthew’s version of the story, 
because they had heard about his escapade with the sea and the whale, or whether simply 
because of the power of the message. 

Now here is Jesus, anything but a comic figure, telling his own people it’s time to repent, 
and they ignore him. Here is Jesus with a greater wisdom than even the legendary Solomon, 
and his own people don’t listen. There is a straight line from this point that leads to the 
moment when Jesus weeps over Jerusalem because, unlike Nineveh, it has ignored the 
warnings, refused the way of peace, and thereby sealed its own fate. 

Luke’s reader, meanwhile, is left to ponder the way in which Jesus speaks of the foreigners, 
the Queen of the South and the people of Nineveh, who will ‘rise at the judgment’. The two 
words used to mean ‘rise’ are both regular early Christian words for the resurrection: Luke 
expects his readers to know about the coming resurrection of the dead, and of the great 
judgment that will then take place. The light of Easter is the light of judgment as well as hope. 

When we read the sayings about light, then, they speak of more than a general wisdom or 
spiritual illumination. To begin with, Jesus warns that the light that has come into the midst of 
Israel is designed not to remain hidden but to shine all around. Then, changing the image, he 
gives another warning, more cryptic for us and easy to miss. 

To begin with, it looks like a rather obvious saying about human life: ‘If the eye is in working 
order,’ Jesus seems to be saying, ‘you can see where you’re going; but if it isn’t, you can’t; so 
watch out in case your light (that is, your eye) becomes darkened.’ Now clearly Jesus isn’t giving 
advice about protecting our physical eyes; nor about the spiritual dangers of looking at the 
wrong things. Nor, I think, is he just speaking of the spiritual insight of individuals. The passage 
makes more sense, especially where Luke has placed it, as a warning to ‘this generation’, his 
contemporaries. They must watch out in case they fail to see the light that was standing there 
in their midst. 

The final sentence is then an encouragement to embrace and live by the light while there’s 
time. A day is coming when everything will be lit up (compare 17:24), and on that day those 
who have allowed the light to illuminate them fully will shine brightly. 

What this means in practice emerges in the sharp little dinner-table exchange between 
Jesus and the Pharisee. Some Pharisees were concentrating on outward piety to the neglect of 
the inward devotion which was part of Jesus’ main aim. The last phrase literally means ‘give for 
alms those things that are inside’, and, as it stands, this seems almost incomprehensible. But if 
Jesus meant by ‘give for alms’ something like ‘give over to God for his use’, the sentence 
becomes clear. True piety takes as much care about giving to God the thoughts, intentions and 
motivations of the heart as about handwashing. If you embrace the light, it must illuminate 
every part. 

Where does all this leave us today? The light of Christ has been in the world for 2,000 years. 
Are we any better at embracing it for ourselves than Jesus’ contemporaries were? For that 
matter, are we shining this light to the world so that they can see the one who is greater than 
Solomon, greater than Jonah? 

 



LUKE 11:42–54 

 
Woes Against the Pharisees 

42 ‘But woe betide you Pharisees!’ Jesus continued. ‘You tithe mint and rue and herbs of all kinds; and 
you have sidestepped justice, mercy and the love of God. You should have done these, without missing 
out the others. 

43 ‘Woe betide you Pharisees! You love the chief seats in the synagogues and greetings in the 
market-places. 

44 ‘Woe betide you! You are like hidden tombs, and people walk over them without knowing it.’ 
45 At this, one of the legal experts spoke up. ‘Teacher,’ he said, ‘when you say this you’re insulting us 

too!’ 
46 ‘Woe betide you lawyers, too!’ replied Jesus. ‘You give people heavy loads to carry which they can 

hardly bear, and you yourselves don’t touch them with one finger. 
47 ‘Woe betide you! You build the tombs of the prophets, and your ancestors killed them. 48 So you 

bear witness that you approve of what your ancestors did: they killed them, and you build their tombs. 
49 ‘For all this, God’s Wisdom says, “I’m sending you prophets and ambassadors; some of them you 

will kill and persecute, 50 so that the blood of all the prophets shed ever since the beginning of the world 
may be required from this generation—51 from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zacharias, who died 
between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, let me tell you, it will all be required from this generation. 

52 ‘Woe betide you lawyers! You have taken away the key of knowledge. You didn’t go in yourselves, 
and you stopped the people who were trying to go in.’ 

53 He went outside, and the scribes and Pharisees began to be very threatening towards him. They 
interrogated him about several things, 54 lying in wait for him to catch him in something he might say. 

The tennis player came grumpily into the television interview room. He had just lost a vital 
match in the Wimbledon men’s singles tournament, the premier tennis event of the year. He 
was tired and cross. Worse: in the course of the game, screened on live television, he had lost 
his temper and sworn at the umpire. It had not been a good day. 

The interviewer was more interested in the swearing than in the tennis. Wasn’t he sorry 
now, he asked, for what he had said? 

The tennis player rounded on him. 
‘Are you perfect?’ he demanded. 
There was a confused splutter from the (unseen) interviewer, caught between the 

outrageous claim to perfection and the unthinkable admission that he, too, was human. 
‘Then shut up!’ retorted the player, having made his point. 
The incident itself became briefly more important than the tennis. The player had broken a 

law which, although unwritten, had been assumed by many in the media. He had been rude to a 
journalist. 

Who are the Pharisees in today’s society? Who are the lawyers who load heavy burdens on 
to people’s backs but don’t themselves lift a finger to shift them? When I was younger, 
passages like this used to be applied to religious teachers. Some people, we were told, insist on 
all kinds of religious observances. You should fast on Fridays, you should kneel down and stand 
up at the right points in church, you should cross yourself. You should earn as many celestial 
good marks as you could. Or, perhaps, you shouldn’t play cards, you shouldn’t wear makeup, 



you shouldn’t go to the theatre. You should read your Bible every day. Either way, we were 
told, people who taught such things tried to make you focus on the things you did, rather than 
calling you simply to believe and trust God for your salvation. 

Well, that sort of teacher does sometimes look like a kind of modern Pharisee. But there are 
two problems with that as the interpretation. First, the real Pharisees—the flesh-and-blood 
first-century Jewish Pharisees—weren’t in fact very much like that at all. They held what we 
would call a strong political belief, backed up with religious sanctions: their rules were designed 
to make people keep the Jewish law as best they could, so that Israel would be made holy, and 
thus God would bring in the kingdom. The lawyers weren’t trying to set up complex systems as 
hoops for people to jump through to make sure they were saved; they were trying to codify as 
much of the Jewish law as they could, working out more and more complex possibilities of 
situations that might arise when one would need to know what was the right thing to do. 
Neither of these corresponds very closely to forms of Christian teaching, even degenerate 
forms, in the modern world. 

Second, the Pharisees were a pressure group in what we would call the social and political 
sphere. They were far more like a group in society who take it upon themselves to urge people 
to obey particular codes: like those, for instance, who insist upon various ‘green’ policies for the 
disposal of garbage. We may agree with the policies, but the point is that these aren’t simply 
‘religious’ duties in the old sense. And in particular, at least in the Western world where the 
press is relatively free, there are many whole newspapers, as well as individual journalists, who 
take it upon themselves to be the guardians of public morality. They will shriek in mock-horror 
at all kinds of offences, and take delight in pointing the finger at the rich and respectable. But at 
the same time many of the journalists who make a living by doing all this are by no means 
shining examples of moral virtue. In some cases they are the ones who load heavy burdens on 
people’s backs but don’t themselves lift a finger to move them. 

Now clearly this only goes a little way towards explaining what’s going on in this passage, 
but it’s important to loosen ourselves up, away from an older interpretation that sees the 
Pharisees as simply ‘religious leaders’ in the sense we mean it today, and so to get out of our 
minds any idea that Jesus’ solemn denunciation of them was simply what we might call 
‘religious polemic’. Jesus saw very clearly that there were many self-appointed teachers in the 
world of first-century Judaism who were using their learning partly for their own status and 
partly for their own political ends. And he, for whom learning and devotion were matters of 
love for God and for all people (as the best of the Pharisees would have agreed), saw that there 
was a choice facing the Israel of his day. 

It wasn’t a matter of either following millions of petty rules or of a pure, uncluttered religion 
of love and grace. It was a matter of an agenda which focused on the law as the charter of 
Israel’s national life, on the one hand, and an agenda which demanded repentance, turning 
away from Israel’s headlong flight into national rebellion, politically against Rome and 
theologically against God. There could be no compromise. 

When Jesus announced these quite formal ‘Woes’, then, he wasn’t simply saying he disliked 
such attitudes—the detailed outward observance that left the heart untouched, the piety that 
boosted self-importance, the pollution that appeared as clean and wholesome. It wasn’t simply 
that he happened to disapprove of the objectionable practices of these other groups. It was, 



rather, that he could see where they would lead: to a terrible conflagration in which the 
present generation would pull down on its own head the pent-up devastation of the centuries. 

‘Scribes’ refers literally to people trained in writing legal documents; it overlaps quite 
closely with ‘lawyers’. They believed that Israel’s law, the Torah, should be applied to every 
area of life, and so combined in themselves the modern roles of ‘lawyer’ and ‘religious teacher’, 
and much besides. It is small wonder that such people took offence at what Jesus was saying. If 
he was right, their entire programme was based on a huge mistake. If they were right, the 
mistake was his. The fierce opposition between them continues on and off right through to the 
final showdown in Jerusalem. For Luke, continuing the story of Jesus’ journey towards his 
coming death, the warnings to the cities (10:13–15), the battles with the demons at several 
points, and the controversies with these opponents, all form part of Jesus’ profile. Jesus is not 
simply going to Jerusalem to teach. He is going there to bring to its head his whole message of 
peace: a message which cut across much that passed for traditional teaching, a message which 
could not but prove fiercely controversial. 

Where does the gospel of Jesus confront, not just alternative religious or would-be Christian 
views today, but the strongly held agendas out in the wider world? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LUKE 12:1–12 

 
Further Warnings 

1 Crowds were gathering in their thousands, so much so that they were trampling on each other. Jesus 
began to say to his disciples, ‘Watch out for the leaven of the Pharisees—I mean, their hypocrisy. This is 
a matter of first importance. 

2 ‘Nothing is concealed that won’t be uncovered; nothing is hidden that won’t be made known. 3 So 
whatever you say in the darkness will be heard in the light, and whatever you speak into someone’s ear 
will be proclaimed from the housetops. 

4 ‘So, my friends, I have this to say to you: don’t be afraid of those who kill the body, and after that 
have nothing more they can do. 5 I will show you who to fear: fear the one who starts by killing and then 
has the right to throw people into Gehenna. Yes, let me tell you, that’s the one to fear! 

6 ‘How much do five sparrows cost? Two pennies? And not one of them is forgotten in God’s 
presence. 7 But the hairs of your head have all been counted. Don’t be afraid! You are worth more than 
lots of sparrows. 

8 ‘Let me tell you: if anyone acknowledges me before others, the son of man will acknowledge that 
person before God’s angels. 9 But if anyone denies me before others, that person will be denied before 
God’s angels. 

10 ‘Everyone who speaks a word against the son of man will have it forgiven; but the one who 
blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven. 

11 ‘When they bring you before synagogues, rulers and authorities, don’t worry about how to give an 
answer or what to say. 12 The Holy Spirit will teach you what to say at that very moment.’ 

It started off as an ordinary walk in the country. We decided to head off across open moorland 
towards a distant crag; the map suggested there might be a good view from the top. 

Much of the walk was relaxed. The five of us went at our own paces, in twos and threes, 
some up ahead and others lagging behind, and it didn’t matter. When we got to the crag we 
assumed it would be a straightforward scramble to the top. But, half-way up, the leader slipped 
and fell, and though he didn’t fall far he’d clearly broken a bone and was in pain. 

Suddenly the entire mood of the party changed. Instead of a casual stroll, this had to 
become a military operation. One of our number, a doctor, took charge and told us what to do. 
He expected instant obedience and he got it. Whatever we had wanted to do—we’d been 
looking forward to the view from the crag, which was now forgotten—we suddenly had a 
different set of priorities. We had to get our injured friend back to the car in one piece, and it 
would take the complete attention and loyalty of everyone else to achieve it. 

Something like this shift takes place between the early chapters of Luke and where we are 
now. He is allowing us to see how, with Jesus on the long road to Jerusalem, tension is building 
up, opposition is becoming stronger, and anyone who wants to follow Jesus is going to have to 
become focused, totally loyal, ready for anything. The mood is not what many think of today as 
‘religious’, where people attend a church service, maybe sense God’s presence and love for a 
few moments, and then return to ordinary life as though little or nothing had happened. This is 
much more like the concentrated campaign of someone running for high office, in a country 
where political opponents and their supporters will literally come to blows, and perhaps try to 



imprison or impeach one another. What Jesus is doing demands total attention. Anything less, 
and disaster may follow. 

Hence the stark warnings about what is whispered today being shouted from the housetops 
tomorrow. If the disciples go gossiping about what they hope Jesus will achieve, word will get 
round the villages, and before they know it Herod’s men will be after them (see 13:31). Not that 
Herod, or even Rome, are the most dangerous enemy they have. They must be wise in what 
they say, but they mustn’t be afraid of mere mortal enemies. The real enemy is the one who 
longs to cast people into Gehenna (‘Gehenna’ was the name of Jerusalem’s smouldering 
rubbish-heap, and the word was already in use as an image of hell-fire). This cannot mean that 
one should fear God, though in some senses that is a good and right thing to do. It means that 
one should recognize who the ultimate enemy is. In this picture, God is not the enemy to be 
feared; he is one to trust, the one who values his children more highly than a whole flock of 
sparrows, who has the very hairs of our head all numbered. 

With trust in God on the one hand, and the desperate nature of the battle on the other, 
Jesus’ followers must stand by him. Loyalty must be total. Whatever happens on earth has its 
counterpart in heaven, and those who think to gain temporary earthly advantage by short-term 
disloyalty may find that whispered denials are broadcast far and wide. However, those who 
trust God will find that even if they are put on trial for their allegiance to Jesus they will be 
given words to say. God’s own Spirit will teach them as and when they need it—which is not, of 
course, an excuse for poor preparation in a regular teaching ministry, but a sure promise for 
those who find themselves in sudden danger because of their loyalty to the kingdom. 

In the midst of all this comes a dire warning which many have found disturbing. One may be 
forgiven for speaking against the son of man, but will not be forgiven for blaspheming against 
the Holy Spirit. In Mark and Matthew this saying occurs when Jesus has been accused of casting 
out demons by the prince of demons. If you say that the Spirit’s work is in fact the work of the 
devil, you have begun to call evil good and good evil, a moral cul-de-sac without turning room. 
Here in Luke 12 the intention seems broader. Someone who sees Jesus at work and 
misunderstands what is going on may speak against him, only to discover the truth and repent. 
But if someone denounces the work of the Spirit, such a person is cut off by that very action 
from profiting from that work. Once you declare that the spring of fresh water is in fact 
polluted, you will never drink from it. The one sure thing about this saying is that if someone is 
anxious about having committed the sin against the Holy Spirit, their anxiety is a clear sign that 
they have not. 

Loyalty, then, is required for disciples, not only when the Twelve were following Jesus on 
the road but when we, today, take it upon ourselves to enlist under his banner and follow 
where he leads. Luke 12 is a standing rebuke to all casual, halfhearted, relaxed Christianity. The 
warnings about dangerous foes, and the promise that our God knows and cares about the 
smallest details of our lives, combine to challenge us to dedicated, single-minded discipleship.1 
 

 
1 Tom Wright, Luke for Everyone (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004), 
105–150. 


