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You can buy tickets for all sorts of activities—

movies, plays, concerts, sporting events, travel. But it’s 

even better when someone else buys the ticket. Nothing 

more is required of you other than showing up. You 

simply present your ticket at the door, and you are 

welcomed and shown to a seat reserved for you. 

In some ways, the gospel of Jesus Christ is like a 

ticket. Through his death and resurrection, he paid the 

price for us to enter his eternal kingdom. When you 

believe in him, you are granted admission entirely by 
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his grace. We do nothing to earn it or pay for it, we 

simply receive it by faith.  

But unlike a ticket for some event, you cannot 

simply set the gospel aside and forget about it until you 

stand at the threshold of eternity. When we genuinely 

understand and believe the gospel, it transforms us. It 

penetrates our hearts and changes the way we view life. 

In 2 Corinthians 5:14-15, Paul explains, 

For the love of Christ controls us, because we 

have concluded this: that one has died for all, 

therefore all have died; and he died for all, 

that those who live might no longer live for 

themselves but for him who for their sake 

died and was raised. 

So, what does it mean to live for Jesus? To live for 

him, we must become like him. His mission and 

message must become our mission and message. In 

chapters 14-19 of his Gospel, Luke recounts a series of 

stories to bring about this transformation in his 

readers. He tells us about the final weeks before the 

crucifixion.  

Jesus has trained his disciples and confronted his 

critics. We considered these aspects of his ministry in 

our study of Luke 9-11, On the Road with Jesus, and 
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our study of Luke 11-13, Christ the Contender. But the 

conversations Luke records in this section reveal the 

burning passion of the Gospel-Shaped Heart of Jesus. 

My prayer is that our study of these chapters will kindle 

the same fire in us. 
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When my wife and I were first married, we 

volunteered to teach a Sunday School class for three-

year-olds for an entire year. One of the big lessons for 

me was that you can never have enough Legos. Several 

of the kids would use the bricks to build things while 

we were waiting for the other children to arrive, but 

there was a conflict every week. After a few minutes of 

building, the number of available blocks would begin 

to dwindle, and an argument would inevitably ensue. 
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That impulse never goes away. We always want to 

get our fair share, but we begin to desire more than 

blocks or toys. We want money and possessions. We 

want acceptance and attention. We want power and 

influence. Our sinful hearts are greedy. 

But the gospel rebukes our selfish desires. It shows 

us that we should set our hearts on something greater. 

The real treasure is to have a relationship with God. 

The gospel tells us that Jesus sacrificially gave his life 

to bring us into this relationship. In 2 Corinthians 8:9, 

Paul says, “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he 

became poor, so that you by his poverty might become 

rich.” 

Paul argues that Christ’s generosity toward us 

should inspire us to be generous toward others, and 

this generosity is not merely financial. It extends to all 

those other things we covet. In Philippians 2:3-5, Paul 

writes, 

Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, 

but in humility count others more significant 

than yourselves. Let each of you look not only 

to his own interests, but also to the interests 
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of others. Have this mind among yourselves, 

which is yours in Christ Jesus. 

This humble, generous spirit is risky. Caring for 

people can be costly. It costs Jesus his life, but even 

earlier in his ministry he is already challenging people 

to take that risk. Luke 14:1-24 tells us about a 

conversation Jesus has with some Pharisees over 

dinner. He ends up telling them a parable about the 

gospel, but he leads into it by teaching them about this 

kind of generosity. In verses 1-14, Jesus reveals three 

risks of humble generosity. In fact, we can call it Christ-

like generosity. So, as we examine this conversation, I 

challenge you to consider whether you are taking these 

risks. Let these words of Christ shape your heart 

toward people. 
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People are always watching, and they always have 

opinions. This habit is part of fallen human nature, but 

smartphones and social media amplify it. In times past, 

people simply aired their complaints through personal 

gossip sessions, but now they post them online with 

pictures or video for the entire world to see. Sometimes 

their scorn is justifiable, but they are also quick to 

condemn without understanding all the facts. Even 

when the details are known, people’s standards may 

not align with God’s. So, helping people may require us 

to risk losing people’s approval. 
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Jesus takes this risk repeatedly during his ministry, 

and we find him doing it again in Luke 14:1-6. Luke 

writes, 

1One Sabbath, when he went to dine at the 

house of a ruler of the Pharisees, they were 

watching him carefully. 2And behold, there 

was a man before him who had dropsy. 3And 

Jesus responded to the lawyers and 

Pharisees, saying, “Is it lawful to heal on the 

Sabbath, or not?” 4But they remained silent. 

Then he took him and healed him and sent 

him away. 5And he said to them, “Which of 

you, having a son or an ox that has fallen into 

a well on a Sabbath day, will not immediately 

pull him out?” 6And they could not reply to 

these things. 

This is the third occasion in Luke’s Gospel in which 

Jesus dines with a Pharisee (7:36-50; 11:37-54), and 

the fourth account of him healing on the Sabbath (4:31-

37; 6:6-11; 13:10-17). Jesus certainly knows that the 

response will not be positive, but we must bear in mind 

that these encounters occur in different towns. 

Furthermore, though it may seem repetitive, Luke 

includes each of these events in his Gospel, because 

each one brings out a different lesson. In working 
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through the earlier Sabbath passages, we have 

considered much about the spirit of the Old Testament 

Sabbath commandment. But as we read this passage 

along with the conversation that follows, we see that 

Jesus is challenging them to care for people enough to 

risk losing the approval and acceptance of others. 

It seems that Jesus miraculously heals this man 

before they even sit down to dinner. Luke does not say 

much about the man or why he is there. He has dropsy 

or edema, the swelling of the arms and legs that is often 

caused by congestive heart failure, kidney disease, or 

cirrhosis of the liver. He does not seem to be a Pharisee. 

He may be a servant who just happens to be present, or 

he could be someone from the community who comes 

to seek healing from Jesus. These Pharisees might have 

even brought him there to test Jesus, but the rest of the 

conversation does not suggest that level of animosity 

from this group. 

Jesus takes the initiative in asking them whether it’s 

lawful to heal on the Sabbath, or not. Then in verse 5 

after he heals the man, he asks them to consider how 

they would respond if their son or even their ox fell into 

a well on the Sabbath. The Sabbath commandment is 
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not that specific. This whole discussion arises because 

of the ways rabbis tried to enforce their own 

applications of the Law. Scholars tell us that the rabbis 

at that time in the Qumran community (known for its 

Dead Sea Scrolls) are so strict that they prohibit people 

from this kind of action on the Sabbath. The Pharisees 

are probably not that extreme, but they would still 

disapprove.  

So, Jesus phrases the question on a personal level 

to test their hearts. Would your love for your son 

compel you to risk that disapproval? If so, would you 

do it for your ox? If so, then how can you be so unloving 

as to disapprove when Jesus helps someone. Shouldn’t 

we care enough about people to risk the crowd’s 

disapproval? Luke tells us that they could not reply.  

I doubt many of us face scrutiny over helping 

someone on the Sabbath. But some religious people 

might look down upon us for befriending people whose 

lives are given over to certain sins. Jesus faced 

accusations like that. In Luke 7:34, he says, “The Son 

of Man has come eating and drinking, and you say, 

‘Look at him! A glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax 

collectors and sinners!’” Would you risk showing 
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kindness to a prostitute or a drug dealer? Or what 

about someone on the other end of the social spectrum 

who has grown wealthy from exploiting people in 

business? Are you willing to show a generous spirit 

toward the people that others avoid?  

With whomever we interact, you can be sure that we 

will face disapproval from the world when we share 

God’s truth. Telling someone the good news of 

salvation in Christ is the most generous thing that we 

can do, but the world doesn’t see it that way. We need 

to remember Paul’s words in Galatians 1:10. He says, 

“For am I now seeking the approval of man, or of God? 

Or am I trying to please man? If I were still trying to 

please man, I would not be a servant of Christ.” 

The gospel generously offers us God’s approval 

because of what Jesus has done on our behalf. With his 

approval, we have no need to please people. Yet the 

gospel compels us to reflect God’s generosity as we 

relate to others. Speak the truth in love and meet 

pressing needs, no matter what other people may 

think. Be a faithful servant of Christ.  
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You may not chase after the spotlight in a literal 

sense, but we still crave recognition and popularity. 

Living in the Internet age magnifies this pursuit. It 

used to be a big deal to get you name in the local 

newspaper. Now people become worldwide sensations 

overnight from a comment, a picture, or a video clip 

that goes viral. The gap between an everyday person 

and a celebrity seems smaller and smaller. But your 

pursuit of recognition might be as simple as getting 

your boss to acknowledge your work or getting your 

name on the right list at school. 
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When we are desperate for recognition, the pettiest 

things take on exaggerated significance in our minds. 

Jesus observes this among this group of Pharisees as 

they choose their places at dinner. But he argues that a 

truly generous spirit cares enough for others to risk 

missing out on the recognition. 

Luke 14:7-11 tell us,  

7Now he told a parable to those who were 

invited, when he noticed how they chose the 

places of honor, saying to them, 8“When you 

are invited by someone to a wedding feast, do 

not sit down in a place of honor, lest someone 

more distinguished than you be invited by 

him, 9and he who invited you both will come 

and say to you, ‘Give your place to this 

person,’ and then you will begin with shame 

to take the lowest place. 10But when you are 

invited, go and sit in the lowest place, so that 

when your host comes he may say to you, 

‘Friend, move up higher.’ Then you will be 

honored in the presence of all who sit at table 

with you. 11For everyone who exalts himself 

will be humbled, and he who humbles 

himself will be exalted.” 

Jesus is not introducing a new idea with this 

parable. The Pharisees should have known it well. In 
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Proverbs 25:6-7a, Solomon presents a very similar 

scenario. He says, 

Do not put yourself forward in the king's 

presence or stand in the place of the great, for 

it is better to be told, “Come up here,” than to 

be put lower in the presence of a noble. 

Several other proverbs warn about the dangers of 

haughty eyes. Proverbs 6:17 even calls it an 

abomination before the Lord.  

Why does God find this arrogance so offensive? 

Every sin can be traced back to this desire to be exalted 

before others. It was this impulse that prompted 

Satan’s rebellion against God. Isaiah 14:13-14, written 

in the 8th Century B.C., is part of a prophecy 

condemning the king of Babylon. But Isaiah describes 

the rebellion of an angelic being that many people 

believe to be Satan. He says, 

You said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to 

heaven; above the stars of God I will set my 

throne on high; I will sit on the mount of 

assembly in the far reaches of the north; I will 

ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will 

make myself like the Most High.’ 
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Where does the pursuit of prominence stop? It may 

seem insignificant when it manifests itself in sibling 

rivalry or racing to the best seat. But this impulse easily 

morphs into an obsession with self-promotion that can 

infect everything we do, even in the church. We can be 

so consumed with getting ahead, that we dare not risk 

helping anyone else. We push them aside. We criticize 

and put people down. If that doesn’t work, we might 

even resort to violence as Cain did with his brother, 

Abel. 

Jesus advises us that those who humble themselves 

will be exalted, and this exaltation is more than a good 

seat at dinner. Later in the New Testament, James 

applies this principle to our relationship with God. 

James 4:6-10 says, 

But he gives more grace. Therefore it says, 

“God opposes the proud, but gives grace to 

the humble.” Submit yourselves therefore to 

God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from 

you. Draw near to God, and he will draw near 

to you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and 

purify your hearts, you double-minded. Be 

wretched and mourn and weep. Let your 

laughter be turned to mourning and your joy 
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to gloom. Humble yourselves before the 

Lord, and he will exalt you. 

No human recognition will ever be enough. The real 

recognition that we crave only comes from God. We 

must humble ourselves before him, resisting Satan’s 

temptation to grasp at prominence by our own efforts. 

When we humbly choose to wait upon God’s eternal 

recognition, then it’s not such a big deal to let others 

have the best seats here and now. Humility before the 

Lord frees us to risk forfeiting recognition for the sake 

of generosity.  
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People say, “It’s all about who you know.” To move 

forward in life, you must have relationships with 

powerful, influential people. You need to be part of the 

in-crowd, so that you can take advantage of those 

relationships. You may not think about it quite that 

way, but we all have some group with whom we 

identify, and we tend to ignore those on the outside. In 

some cases, the church becomes that group. We stick 

with the people who make us comfortable or benefit us 

in some way. 

In Jesus’ day, the Pharisees are the in-crowd. They 

are the spiritually elite group in first century Jewish 
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society. They keep inviting Jesus to dinner as he travels 

from place to place, because they want to make their 

own judgment about him. Jesus directs his third 

challenge to his host, calling him to a generosity that is 

willing to risk that influence and advantage.  

Luke 14:12-14 tells us, 

12He said also to the man who had invited 

him, “When you give a dinner or a banquet, 

do not invite your friends or your brothers or 

your relatives or rich neighbors, lest they also 

invite you in return and you be repaid. 13But 

when you give a feast, invite the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, the blind, 14and you will 

be blessed, because they cannot repay you. 

For you will be repaid at the resurrection of 

the just.” 

This concept of the resurrection was central to the 

beliefs held by the Pharisees. It was one of the things 

that separated them from the Sadducees. The clearest 

expression of it in the Old Testament is found in Daniel 

12:2-3, which says, 

And many of those who sleep in the dust of 

the earth shall awake, some to everlasting 

life, and some to shame and everlasting 

contempt. And those who are wise shall 
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shine like the brightness of the sky above; 

and those who turn many to righteousness, 

like the stars forever and ever. 

Jesus challenges his host to evaluate his guest list in 

light of eternity. Since this man is a ruler of the 

Pharisees, it is safe to assume that most of his guests 

are from that group. He was probably elected to that 

role, so maintaining relationships with those people 

was a smart political move. Instead, Jesus tells him to 

invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind 

even though he would not gain any tangible benefit 

from them. He probably considers this group a waste 

of his time and resources, but the benefit comes in 

eternity. 

Jesus later proclaims the importance of such 

generosity when he speaks of what is sometimes called 

the “Sheep and Goats” judgment in Matthew 25. He 

says the Son of Man will separate the nations, like a 

shepherd sorting the sheep from the goats. The sheep 

inherit his kingdom, but the goats are cast out. The 

identifying characteristic that separates them is their 

generosity.  
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Matthew 25:35-40 tells us that the Son of Man will 

say, 

‘For I was hungry and you gave me food, I 

was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a 

stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked 

and you clothed me, I was sick and you 

visited me, I was in prison and you came to 

me.’ Then the righteous will answer him, 

saying, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry 

and feed you, or thirsty and give you drink? 

And when did we see you a stranger and 

welcome you, or naked and clothe you? And 

when did we see you sick or in prison and 

visit you?’ And the King will answer them, 

‘Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the 

least of these my brothers, you did it to me.’ 

We do not earn our way into Christ’s kingdom by 

doing good deeds. We receive this inheritance through 

God’s grace by faith. But when we show generosity in 

ways that do not produce any immediate benefit for 

ourselves, we demonstrate that our faith is real, and 

that the gospel is shaping our heart. 
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Is your life marked by this risky generosity? Do you 

routinely risk the loss of approval, recognition, and 

influence? If not, then perhaps we need to repent of our 

selfishness. We so easily succumb to the world’s self-

centered mindset. Can you think of some setting in 

your life where you need to be generous? If so, would 

you commit to taking that risk? 

Again, it is important to understand that this 

generosity is a response to God’s saving grace. We will 

learn more about this connection as we study the next 

part of Luke 14. But if you have never believed, do not 

hear this as a call to be a good person. For this 

transformation to take place in your heart, you must 

start by believing the gospel, the good news that Jesus 

risked everything to save you from your sins and to give 

you a place in his eternal kingdom. To learn more about 

his saving work, I would encourage you to read 

Philippians 2.  

May the grace of God flow through us in risky 

generosity! 
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1. Has anyone showed you Christ-like generosity? 

How? What did that person risk? 

 

 

 

2. In what situations do you have the hardest time 

being generous to others? Why? 

 

 

 

3. How could you grow in generosity this week? What 

risk will you need to take? 
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Historically, American culture has considered 

hospitality to be a woman’s responsibility. The skilled 

hostess was supposed to entertain friends and family. 

She should aspire to be a talented cook and an expert 

on the rules of etiquette. To be respectable, she needed 

sterling silver, crystal, and fine china. In fact, these are 

still popular gifts for weddings. My wife’s family even 

jumped the gun and started giving her china six 

months before I proposed to her. The pressure was on! 
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But this conception of hospitality may hinder us from 

understanding what the Bible has to say on the subject.  

The New Testament term for hospitality is 

philoxenia, a love for strangers. It has nothing to do 

with impressing your friends or family. It’s about 

helping people in need, particularly those whom you’ve 

never met and with whom you might not typically 

associate. It is the opposite of the term xenophobia, the 

fear of strangers. In 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1, Paul says 

that the men who lead the church are to be 

characterized by hospitality, and Hebrews 13:1-2 

speaks to all believers saying, “Let brotherly love 

continue. Do not neglect to show hospitality to 

strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels 

unawares.” 

Jesus does not use this term, but he clearly 

articulates the concept of this love for strangers as he 

dines at the home of a ruler of the Pharisees a few 

weeks before his crucifixion. Luke 14:12-14 tells us, 

He said also to the man who had invited him, 

“When you give a dinner or a banquet, do not 

invite your friends or your brothers or your 

relatives or rich neighbors, lest they also 

invite you in return and you be repaid. But 
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when you give a feast, invite the poor, the 

crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be 

blessed, because they cannot repay you. For 

you will be repaid at the resurrection of the 

just.” 

In our previous study of these verses, I suggested 

that Jesus is calling this man to risk his political 

influence and social prominence for the sake of 

generosity. That risk seems utterly foolish in the 

world’s logic. It only makes sense as a response to the 

gospel. So, as the conversation continues in Luke 14:15-

24, Jesus tells a parable that portrays the aggressive 

hospitality of God as he responds to people’s needs in 

three ways. 

As we examine these verses, I encourage you to 

reflect upon how they apply to you personally. You may 

find that your outlook on life is very similar to some of 

the people in the passage. If so, then understand that 

God responds the same way to you as he does to them. 

If you have experienced God’s aggressive hospitality as 

I’m calling it, then his responses to people must shape 

your heart so that they become your responses. 
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If any animal captures the spirit of our age, it might 

be the rooster. He struts around with an air of complete 

confidence. In fact, Proverbs 30:29-31 lists the rooster 

alongside the lion, the ram, and a king with his army. 

His power cannot compare to theirs, but he doesn’t 

care. That is exactly how the world tells us to be. Stay 

confident. Think positively. Always believe in yourself. 

But there is a major problem with this mindset. It 

blinds us to our faults. It leads us to overlook and 

excuse our sins, rather than humbly confessing them in 

repentance. We don’t see any need for salvation 
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because we presume that God will accept us. But in 

Luke 14:15-17, Jesus shows how God responds. He 

challenges the presumptuous. Luke tells us, 

15When one of those who reclined at table 

with him heard these things, he said to him, 

"Blessed is everyone who will eat bread in the 

kingdom of God!" 16But he said to him, "A 

man once gave a great banquet and invited 

many. 17And at the time for the banquet he 

sent his servant to say to those who had been 

invited, 'Come, for everything is now ready.' 

There is nothing inherently wrong with this man’s 

statement. Verse 14 tells us that Jesus has just spoken 

of the future resurrection of the just. Hearing this idea 

over dinner probably reminded the man of Isaiah 25:6-

9, where God’s kingdom is described as a great banquet 

celebrating the defeat of death. There could be no 

greater blessing than spending eternity in that 

kingdom where God wipes away every tear.  

This man’s enthusiastic response suggests that he 

presumes that he will certainly enter that kingdom. 

There is no doubt in his mind, but his confidence seems 

out of place when you consider the direction of the 

evening’s conversation. Verses 1-6 tells us that earlier 
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Jesus exposes the heartless legalism of his fellow 

dinner guests as he heals a man with dropsy even 

though it is the Sabbath day. Then in verses 7-11, he 

observes them jockeying for positions of honor around 

the table and warns them that those who exalt 

themselves will be humbled. Finally, as we read in 

verses 12-14, he calls the host to invite the poor, 

crippled, lame, and blind to dinner, rather than his 

family, friends, and wealthy neighbors. Jesus has been 

showing them that their hearts are far from God, but 

this man’s statement about the kingdom shows that he 

is completely ignoring him.  

Jesus responds to the man by telling this parable 

about a great banquet. Some interpreters treat his 

parables like allegories, finding a specific counterpart 

for every detail. But those connections often lack 

support in the passage, so it is better to focus on the 

main point of the story. In this case, Jesus reveals his 

emphasis in the first two verses. An invitation is given, 

but the recipients must respond to it. Jesus tells the 

parable to challenge this presumptuous man to 

consider how he will respond to God’s kingdom 

invitation. Will he be ready when the time comes? 
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When we examine Old Testament teaching about 

the kingdom, we find some very clear invitations that 

show God’s aggressive hospitality. He appeals to 

people, but he also challenges them. For instance, 

Isaiah 55:1 says, “Come, everyone who thirsts, come to 

the waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and 

eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and 

without price.” But then in verses 6 and 7 Isaiah 

explains,  

Seek the LORD while he may be found; call 

upon him while he is near; let the wicked 

forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his 

thoughts; let him return to the LORD, that he 

may have compassion on him, and to our 

God, for he will abundantly pardon. 

John the Baptist and Jesus reiterate this invitation 

and challenge as they call people to repent for the 

kingdom of heaven is at hand (Matt 3:2; 4:17). Rather 

than presuming that their righteousness is sufficient, 

people need to confess their sins. Rather than 

assuming that they understand everything, they need 

to humbly learn from Jesus. John 5:39-40 tells us that 

Jesus challenges the Jews by saying,  
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You search the Scriptures because you think 

that in them you have eternal life; and it is 

they that bear witness about me, yet you 

refuse to come to me that you may have life. 

In his aggressive hospitality, God challenges you to 

examine your heart. Are you presumptuous? Do you 

assume that your place in God’s kingdom is secure just 

because you’ve attended church or because you’re a 

pretty good person in your own eyes? In 2 Corinthians 

13:5, Paul challenges the presumptuous by saying, 

Examine yourselves, to see whether you are 

in the faith. Test yourselves. Or do you not 

realize this about yourselves, that Jesus 

Christ is in you?—unless indeed you fail to 

meet the test! 

God invites you to come, but you must repent of your 

sins and humbly trust in Jesus.  
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Many of us today hate and even fear boredom, so 

we look for ways to occupy every spare moment. That’s 

why we so easily become addicted to electronic 

amusement—games, social media, videos, or news. On 

the other hand, most of us also consider ourselves 

overwhelmingly busy, and we complain about not 

having enough time. How is it possible to be bored and 

busy at the same time? 

This illogical way of thinking about time is nothing 

new. Jesus describes it in Luke 14:18-21 as he continues 
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this parable of the great banquet. The parable stands as 

a warning to those who are preoccupied. He says, 

18But they all alike began to make excuses. 

The first said to him, 'I have bought a field, 

and I must go out and see it. Please have me 

excused.' 19And another said, 'I have bought 

five yoke of oxen, and I go to examine them. 

Please have me excused.' 20And another said, 

'I have married a wife, and therefore I cannot 

come.' 21So the servant came and reported 

these things to his master. Then the master 

of the house became angry... 

Then down in verse 24, the master says, “For I tell you, 

none of those men who were invited shall taste my 

banquet.’” None of these excuses make sense. Why 

would you buy a field or oxen without seeing them? 

What would be so urgent about these purchases that 

you would pass up an important banquet? At least 

these two people ask to be excused. The third one does 

not even offer any pretense of politeness. He simply 

says he cannot come because he got married. But why 

would being married prevent him from coming? Is it 

any surprise then that the master of the house becomes 

angry at such insulting excuses? 
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The most urgent priority in life is to prepare 

yourself to stand in God’s presence, but we say that we 

don’t have time for him. We busy ourselves with other 

things, many of them good. Like the people in the 

parable, we may pour our time into maintaining our 

property, succeeding in business, and even cultivating 

a strong marriage. But your relationship with God must 

take priority. Mark 12:30 tells us that when Jesus was 

asked about the most important commandment he 

said, “And you shall love the Lord your God with all 

your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind 

and with all your strength.” 

We need to remember that our time on this earth is 

limited like the grains of sand in an hourglass. The 

choices we make here and now have a direct bearing on 

what we will experience in eternity. Will we be 

welcomed to the feast, or excluded because of God’s 

anger? Moses reflects on this thought in Psalm 90:10-

12. He says, 

The years of our life are seventy, or even by 

reason of strength eighty; yet their span is 

but toil and trouble; they are soon gone, and 

we fly away. Who considers the power of your 

anger, and your wrath according to the fear 
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of you? So teach us to number our days that 

we may get a heart of wisdom. 

If we are numbering our days, then God should take 

priority in our plans. But all too often we make him an 

afterthought. James 4:13-15 addresses this problem by 

saying, 

Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow 

we will go into such and such a town and 

spend a year there and trade and make a 

profit”—yet you do not know what tomorrow 

will bring. What is your life? For you are a 

mist that appears for a little time and then 

vanishes. Instead you ought to say, “If the 

Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.” 

We must respond to God without any delay. 

Following his revealed will must take priority over 

everything else. When we experience moments of 

conviction, we must act. When excuses arise in our 

hearts, we cannot allow them to deceive us. Hebrews 

3:12-13 says, 

Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of 

you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to 

fall away from the living God. But exhort one 

another every day, as long as it is called 
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"today," that none of you may be hardened by 

the deceitfulness of sin. 

Is something preoccupying you? Are you too busy 

for God? Heed this warning that flows from his 

aggressive hospitality. Don’t put him off any longer.  
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One night when I was ten years old, my younger 

brother and I were doing what parents always tell you 

not to do. We were playing ball in the house. The ball 

didn’t break anything, but my brother did. He tripped 

over the ball and fell into a door with four big panes of 

glass. He broke through the bottom two and wound up 

with some cuts on his forehead. My parents rushed him 

to the hospital, and he was crying uncontrollably. My 

dad asked him if he was hurting, and he said no. He was 

upset about breaking the door. 
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Sometimes life is like that. Things get broken and 

cannot be put back together. We feel shattered and 

hopeless. Our circumstances overwhelm. We cannot 

see anyway that life could ever improve, so we give up. 

But in his aggressive hospitality, God intervenes and 

compels the hopeless to come to his celebration. 

The word compel may sound too forceful, but most 

English Bibles use it to translate a word that Jesus says 

as he concludes the parable of the great banquet. Luke 

14:21-23 tells us that he says, 

21So the servant came and reported these 

things to his master. Then the master of the 

house became angry and said to his servant, 

'Go out quickly to the streets and lanes of the 

city, and bring in the poor and crippled and 

blind and lame.' 22And the servant said, 'Sir, 

what you commanded has been done, and 

still there is room.' 23And the master said to 

the servant, 'Go out to the highways and 

hedges and compel people to come in, that 

my house may be filled. 

Poverty and physical disabilities are always hard on 

people, but it was particularly difficult in ancient times. 

The Old Testament law established various provisions 

to care for the poor, but it seems that these laws were 
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neglected. People were often left to fend for themselves 

with no other recourse but to beg along a roadside. To 

make matters worse, many people assumed that such 

hardship was God’s punishment for some sin (cf. John 

9:2). That false idea only served to make their situation 

seem more hopeless. 

So, this man’s decision to gather these people for 

his banquet is radical. He does not simply give away the 

food at arm’s length out the back door. He has them 

brought in to join him at his table. Perhaps Jesus uses 

the word compel in verse 23, because the people find 

the invitation so hard to believe. They would think it 

was a joke. How could someone with that kind of 

wealth invite them in? They might even resist. How 

could they go to such a banquet dressed in their rags? 

Who knows when they last bathed? To show them 

hospitality, this host and his servants must be 

aggressive. 

Many interpreters claim that the people along the 

highways and hedges represent non-Jewish people. 

They say that Jesus is indicating that the Jewish 

leaders will be shut out of the kingdom and Gentiles 

will be welcomed in. This becomes a major focus later 
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when Gentiles are welcomed into the church. In 

Ephesians 2:12, Paul writes to them, 

remember that you were at that time 

separated from Christ, alienated from the 

commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the 

covenants of promise, having no hope and 

without God in the world. 

However, nothing in the immediate context of this 

parable supports this interpretation. It is true that 

Gentiles were outsiders in that culture, but many Jews 

were also. When compared to God’s perfect standard 

everyone is poor and spiritually deformed by our sins. 

In Romans 3:9-12, Paul says, 

What then? Are we Jews any better off? No, 

not at all. For we have already charged that 

all, both Jews and Greeks, are under sin, as it 

is written: “None is righteous, no, not one; no 

one understands; no one seeks for God. All 

have turned aside; together they have 

become worthless; no one does good, not 

even one.” 

Apart from Christ, we are all hopeless. None of us 

deserve an invitation to join the eternal celebration 

that will take place in God’s kingdom. But God sends 
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out his servants with a compelling message. Paul 

describes it in 2 Corinthians 5:20-21 by saying, 

Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, 

God making his appeal through us. We 

implore you on behalf of Christ, be 

reconciled to God. For our sake he made him 

to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 

might become the righteousness of God. 

Everyone needs to hear this message. Jesus lived a 

sinless life and paid for our sins by dying on the cross 

in our place. When we believe in him, we are clothed in 

his perfect righteousness so that we can enjoy eternal 

life in his kingdom forever. God appeals for us to come 

to Christ, and when we do, he sends us back out as his 

ambassador to implore others. God compels the 

hopeless to come. 

The gospel of Jesus Christ is a message of 

aggressive hospitality. God challenges the 

presumptuous, warns the preoccupied, and compels 

the hopeless. If you have never come to Christ for 

salvation, I urge you to do so. Acknowledge your 
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unworthiness. Accept his invitation. Believe in Jesus 

and begin to follow him as your Lord. If you want to 

understand more about this decision, I would 

encourage you to read Isaiah 55.  

Of course, even after you believe in Christ, we can 

still slip back into these three outlooks. We can be 

arrogant and presumptuous, when we should be 

humble. We can allow ourselves to be preoccupied, 

when we should be focusing on following Christ. We 

can succumb to the despair of hopelessness, when we 

should find strength and joy in Christ. We must 

continually remind ourselves of the gospel.  

As we’ve seen in 2 Corinthians 5, every believer 

should also reflect the aggressive hospitality of God. 

We should seek to fill his kingdom by challenging the 

presumptuous, warning the preoccupied, and 

compelling the hopeless. Are you praying and seeking 

out opportunities to represent God as his ambassador? 

Do you need to initiate a conversation with someone? 

May the good news of God’s aggressive hospitality 

shape our hearts! 
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1. Which response speaks most to you? Why? 

 

 

 

2. What do you need to do to be ready for the coming 

of God’s kingdom? 

 

 

 

3. How could you reflect the “aggressive hospitality” 

of God this week? 
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How would you respond to this offer? Someone 

promises to provide you with food, clothing, and a 

place to live. They will train you for a career and put 

you to work. They will arrange for you to travel and see 

the world. They will give you medical care and 

retirement.  You do not have to pay anything. Just sign 

your name. It seems like an amazing gift, but the 

person making the offer is a military recruiter. So, 

commitment is an inherent part of receiving that gift. 
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The New Testament speaks of salvation as a gift. In 

Romans 6:23, Paul writes, “For the wages of sin is 

death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ 

Jesus our Lord.” You cannot earn it or pay for it. You 

simply respond to God’s offer. Paul then describes that 

response in Romans 10:9, by saying, “if you confess 

with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your 

heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be 

saved.” Confessing and believing sounds simple 

enough—not too different from signing your name. But 

as the title “Lord” suggests, commitment is also an 

inherent part of receiving this gift. 

Over the centuries, people have minimized this 

commitment in various ways. Some assume that you 

can be born into Christianity through your family or 

even your nation and that devotion is only required of 

church leaders. Others understand that salvation 

requires a personal response, but they consider 

commitment as something that comes later if you 

experience a dramatic spiritual awakening. But today 

we come to a passage that presents radical devotion as 

essential to Christianity. So, these minimizations may 
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hinder people from being saved, lulling them into being 

Christian in name only. 

In Luke 14:25-35, Jesus reveals five pictures of the 

radical devotion that he demands. He is on his way to 

Jerusalem. The time for his crucifixion is drawing near, 

but crowds of people are still following him at this 

point. So, Jesus challenges them with these shocking 

pictures. In a sense, he pushes them away to discover 

those whose faith is genuine. I pray that our study of 

his words will lead us all to that kind of faith. 

  



 

— 48 — 

When a person encounters serious heart problems, 

extreme measures may be needed. We have seen it in 

countless movies and television shows. The medical 

staff grab the paddles of a defibrillator and place them 

on the person’s chest. They call out, “Clear,” and 

administer an electrical shock to the person. It’s a 

desperate attempt, but that powerful jolt can reset a 

person’s heart so that it begins to beat normally. 

Sometimes a similar approach is needed to address 

our spiritual heart problems. In Luke 14:25-26, Jesus 

uses the picture of hating your own family to 

administer this kind of shock. Luke tells us, 
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25Now great crowds accompanied him, and 

he turned and said to them, 26“If anyone 

comes to me and does not hate his own father 

and mother and wife and children and 

brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own 

life, he cannot be my disciple. 

I call this statement a picture because Jesus does 

not intend for these words to be taken literally. To do 

so would contradict the Old Testament Law. 

Exodus 20:12 tells us that one of the Ten 

Commandments says, “Honor your father and your 

mother, that your days may be long in the land that the 

LORD your God is giving you.” In fact, cursing one’s 

parents was a crime punishable by death. So, Jesus 

reiterates this commandment during his ministry and 

even rebukes the Pharisees for undermining it with 

their traditions. They would devote their possessions to 

God and then claim that they were unable to provide 

any financial help to their parents. Jesus calls this 

hypocritical evasion a rejection of God’s 

commandments (Mk 7:9-13). 

The Old Testament also demonstrates the 

importance of marriage. Genesis 2:24 describes the 

bond between husband and wife by saying, “Therefore 
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a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold 

fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.” Jesus 

quotes this verse to show the permanence of marriage 

(Matt 19:3-9). Then later in the New Testament, Paul 

draws upon it to challenge husbands to love their wives 

as Christ loved the church (Eph 5:25-31). So, Jesus 

clearly does not want husbands to hate their wives. 

Why does he use such shocking language in Luke 

14? Matthew 10:34-37 helps us understand his point. 

On that occasion, he says, 

Do not think that I have come to bring peace 

to the earth. I have not come to bring peace, 

but a sword. For I have come to set a man 

against his father, and a daughter against her 

mother, and a daughter-in-law against her 

mother-in-law. And a person's enemies will 

be those of his own household. Whoever 

loves father or mother more than me is not 

worthy of me, and whoever loves son or 

daughter more than me is not worthy of me. 

When Jesus speaks of hating family in Luke 14, he 

is using hyperbole. He shocks the crowd to get their 

attention. He wants them to examine their hearts. Are 

they willing to follow him if family members do not? If 

family members reject them, will they remain faithfully 
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committed to Christ as their Lord? This scenario may 

seem overly dramatic, if you have been raised in a 

committed Christian home. But many new believers 

face this kind of conflict, particularly with family 

members who are committed to some other religion. 

Understanding the gospel of Jesus Christ should 

compel us to love our family better regardless of where 

they stand spiritually. God’s Spirit empowers us to care 

for them and serve them in deeper ways than we ever 

could in our own strength. But that love must be rooted 

in a devotion to Christ that is so much greater that your 

commitment to family seems like hatred in 

comparison.  
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The use of the death penalty in the United States is 

controversial. Some people insist that it is barbaric and 

should be eliminated. Others look for ways to execute 

condemned criminals with minimal pain or 

discomfort. But in ancient times, people had the 

opposite concern. Rulers tried to maximize the 

physical and emotional suffering in execution. The 

practice of crucifixion used by the Roman Empire may 

be the supreme example. 

Most of us are familiar with crucifixion because of 

the accounts of Christ’s execution in the Four Gospels, 

but Jesus was not the only person to suffer under this 
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practice. The Romans crucified many others in first 

century Jerusalem. People were stripped of their 

clothing and nailed to a cross for all to see. As they hung 

by their arms, it would become increasingly difficult for 

them to breathe until they died from asphyxiation. But 

the Romans also began the whole ordeal by making 

them carry their cross in a humiliating parade to the 

place of their execution. 

Jesus knows that this awful experience awaits him 

in Jerusalem, so he uses the idea of dying by crucifixion 

as his second picture of radical devotion. Luke 14:27 

tells us that he says, “Whoever does not bear his own 

cross and come after me cannot be my disciple.” Some 

Christians speak of trials and difficulties as their “cross 

to bear,” but that way of thinking entirely misses the 

point. Jesus is not talking about being uncomfortable 

or inconvenienced. Back in verse 26, he speaks of 

hating your own life. Bearing your cross is about dying 

to yourself spiritually and even being prepared to die 

for Christ physically. 

We find this idea of dying with Christ throughout 

the New Testament. In one sense, it happens the 

moment we believe. In Romans 6:6-7, Paul writes, 
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We know that our old self was crucified with 

him in order that the body of sin might be 

brought to nothing, so that we would no 

longer be enslaved to sin. For one who has 

died has been set free from sin. 

From this perspective, dying with Christ is part of 

salvation. It happens the moment of conversion. As 

soon as you believe, you die with him and receive new 

life in him. 

On the other hand, dying also pictures the ongoing 

process of a believer’s spiritual growth. So, in 

Colossians 3:5, Paul says, “Put to death therefore what 

is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, 

evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.” In 

other words, we must translate our death to sin into 

daily life. It must be expressed in how we respond to 

temptation. Imagining ourselves carrying the cross, 

helps us keep life in perspective. To express our 

devotion to Christ, we must keep dying to our selfish 

desires. 

But this is not just an internal struggle. Jesus warns 

that his followers will face persecution. For instance, in 

Matthew 10:21-22, he says, 



 

— 55 — 

Brother will deliver brother over to death, 

and the father his child, and children will rise 

against parents and have them put to death, 

and you will be hated by all for my name's 

sake. But the one who endures to the end will 

be saved. 

You may not personally face this level of hostility, but 

many believers around the world do. Would you be 

willing to take up your cross? We must picture our 

devotion as dying.  
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My household projects often end up bigger than I 

expect. They require more time and money than I plan 

for. I make multiple trips to the store because I got the 

wrong things, or I forgot to buy something, or I didn’t 

buy enough. Sometimes bad weather delays my 

progress. Then there are always other things that need 

to be done. In our distracted world, determination is 

required to finish anything.  

This experience is not anything new. Remember 

that Jesus was a carpenter in a time when there were 

no home improvement stores! In Luke 14:28-30, he 
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uses the picture of finishing a building project to help 

us grasp the devotion he demands. He says, 

28For which of you, desiring to build a tower, 

does not first sit down and count the cost, 

whether he has enough to complete it? 
29Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation 

and is not able to finish, all who see it begin 

to mock him, 30saying, ‘This man began to 

build and was not able to finish.’ 

This tower is not a skyscraper. Towers like this were 

often built in vineyards. They allowed the owner to 

keep watch over his property. But Jesus says nothing 

about the purpose here. He focuses on the process. If 

someone is impulsive and does not think through the 

cost, he may never finish and will end up embarrassed. 

As an experienced builder, Jesus may have even been 

called in to finish off some projects where that 

happened. 

This is not the first time that Jesus uses the picture 

of a building project. Matthew tells us that he uses this 

imagery in his Sermon on the Mount. There he focuses 

on the importance of selecting a firm foundation. The 

house built on rock will stand firm, but the house built 

on sand will fall apart in a flood. Matthew 7:24 tells us 
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that he says, “Everyone then who hears these words of 

mine and does them will be like a wise man who built 

his house on the rock.” The Christian life begins when 

you choose to build your life on Jesus and his teaching. 

Paul also likens the Christian life to a building 

project in 1 Corinthians 3, but he focuses on the 

materials we use. Once we have Christ as our 

foundation, every choice we make is like another 

addition to the building. So, Paul challenges us to 

consider whether we are engaging in activities that 

have eternal value. God rewards us for a life well lived. 

In verses 12-13, he says, 

Now if anyone builds on the foundation with 

gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, 

straw—each one's work will become 

manifest, for the Day will disclose it, because 

it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test 

what sort of work each one has done. 

In Luke 14, Jesus takes us back before the building 

starts. He challenges the crowd to count the cost before 

they begin to follow him. Are they willing to see it 

through to the end? Will they persevere to the finish? 

The author of Hebrews presents a similar challenge in 

Hebrews 3:6, saying, “but Christ is faithful over God's 



 

— 59 — 

house as a son. And we are his house if indeed we hold 

fast our confidence and our boasting in our hope.” 

From time to time, I’ve heard people use the slogan 

“Try God,” as if you can take him for a test drive with 

no upfront commitment. But that way of thinking 

contradicts what we hear from Jesus. He challenges 

people to not even start down the road of following him 

until they are ready to give him lifelong devotion. 
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Very few people ever have the responsibility of 

leading a massive army into battle, but that does not 

stop us from imagining what it would be like. We play 

games like chess, Stratego, and Risk. Kids create battle 

scenes with toy soldiers. Adults watch the news or 

historical documentaries or read books and second 

guess the decisions that commanders have made. 

We’re confident that we know the winning strategy, 

and I suspect people have always thought this way. 

For his next picture of devotion, Jesus appeals to 

this interest in fighting. He invites his hearers to 



 

— 61 — 

imagine themselves as kings preparing for battle. Luke 

14:31-32 tells us that he says, 

31Or what king, going out to encounter 

another king in war, will not sit down first 

and deliberate whether he is able with ten 

thousand to meet him who comes against 

him with twenty thousand? 32And if not, 

while the other is yet a great way off, he sends 

a delegation and asks for terms of peace. 

We love to hear of underdogs winning. In the right 

circumstances, a small force can overcome a larger 

army, and some interpreters think that Jesus has that 

sort of situation in mind. The New Testament reveals 

that believers face a hostile enemy who assaults us with 

temptations and trials. In Ephesians 6, Paul speaks of 

salvation in Christ as armor that helps us stand firm 

against the schemes of the devil. But if Jesus has 

spiritual warfare in mind, why would he speak of 

asking for terms of peace?  

Perhaps he wants his hearers to consider the idea of 

surrender. Verse 33 may support this interpretation. 

Some treat this statement as an altogether different 

idea. But it could explain the point of this fighting 

picture. Jesus says, “So therefore, any one of you who 
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does not renounce all that he has cannot be my 

disciple.”  

To renounce your possessions is to give them up, 

and this concession was often required of kings who 

surrendered. The Old Testament tells of several 

occasions when the kings of Judah have no other 

choice but to surrender and negotiate a peace 

settlement with other powerful nations. The 

conquerors empty the royal treasuries and even strip 

gold from the Jewish temple. (e.g., 2 Ki 14:13-14; 2 Ki 

18:13-16; 2 Chr 12:9; 36:3). 

How would this scenario of surrender apply to 

potential disciples? We need to recognize that apart 

from Christ we are at war with God. James 4:4 explains 

this conflict by saying, 

You adulterous people! Do you not know that 

friendship with the world is enmity with 

God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a 

friend of the world makes himself an enemy 

of God. 

God deserves complete devotion, but when we 

withhold it from him, we provoke him to wrath. So, 

Revelation 19 tells us that one day in the future, Christ 
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will return leading an unstoppable angelic host in 

carrying out worldwide judgment.  

God demands our unconditional surrender. We 

must be willing to raise our hands and let go of all the 

world’s goods. Thankfully, in his grace he sent his Son 

to secure our peace. In Romans 5:1, Paul writes, 

“Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we 

have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Then in verse 10, he says, “For if while we were enemies 

we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, 

much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be 

saved by his life.” 

We need to picture ourselves as facing a fight. The 

battle is coming, and there is no possibility of resisting 

God’s power. Make the wise choice of complete 

surrender. 
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After talking about hating, dying, finishing, and 

fighting, the picture of salt seems anticlimactic. Salt is 

so common, particularly in Israel where it accumulates 

on the shores of the Dead Sea. We all know what it 

tastes like. We use it every day to flavor our food. But 

that familiarity is what makes this final picture so 

powerful.  

Luke 14:34-35 tells us that Jesus says, 

34Salt is good, but if salt has lost its taste, how 

shall its saltiness be restored? 35It is of no use 

either for the soil or for the manure pile. It is 



 

— 65 — 

thrown away. He who has ears to hear, let 

him hear.” 

We all expect salt to be salty, and Jesus lists its uses 

in descending order of importance. It could provide 

flavor for your food. If not, someone might use it to kill 

off plants in a patch of soil. If nothing else, it could kill 

off the weeds on a manure pile. If it cannot even do 

that, then it serves no useful purpose. It is completely 

worthless. 

What is Jesus getting at? Just like God made salt to 

be salty, he made you to be devoted to him. The first 

chapter of Genesis reveals that he created human 

beings in his own image and likeness. Everything we do 

should reflect what he is like. In 1 Corinthians 10:31, 

Paul says, “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever 

you do, do all to the glory of God.” 

What can we say then about people who do not 

glorify God? They are like salt that is not salty. They 

ignore the reason for their existence. They reject the 

only one who gives their life meaning and purpose. As 

Paul says in Romans 3:12, “All have turned aside; 

together they have become worthless; no one does 

good, not even one.” 
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Salt cannot be made salty again, but thankfully, we 

can return to our Creator. In Christ, we find forgiveness 

for neglecting our purpose. He also begins to transform 

us through the work of his Spirit in our lives. In 2 

Corinthians 3:18, Paul says, 

And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the 

glory of the Lord, are being transformed into 

the same image from one degree of glory to 

another. For this comes from the Lord who is 

the Spirit. 

Are you being transformed for the glory of God? 

Every time you taste salt remember the reason you 

exist and let it shape everything you do. 

Jesus demands radical devotion. He pictures it as a 

love so strong, that our love for family seems like 

hatred in comparison. It’s the willingness to take up 

our cross. It’s the commitment to stay faithful to the 

finish. It’s the complete surrender of all that we have 

and all that we are. It’s not extreme but expected. It’s 

how God created us to be. It’s essential to the Christian 

life. 
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You may have been raised in the church. You may 

understand the gospel and accept that it is true. But 

part of becoming a Christian is relating to Jesus as your 

Lord. What’s the point of confessing his lordship, if you 

are not devoted to living for him? Part of saving faith is 

entrusting your life to him. You must humbly follow 

him as a disciple. If you have never taken this step, I 

urge you to do so today. If you want to learn more about 

this commitment, I would encourage you to read 

Colossians 3. 

Perhaps you have made that commitment, but you 

have drifted. If so, I encourage you to recommit 

yourself to Christ today. To deepen your devotion to 

him, it might help you to select one of the pictures from 

this passage. Memorize the description that Jesus gives 

and use it as you make choices throughout the day.  

May God transform us all to live for his glory! 
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1. How would you explain to someone the idea that 

salvation is a gift, but that Jesus also requires 

complete devotion? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these pictures of devotion most challenges 

you? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What needs to change for your life to better reflect 

that picture of devotion? 
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How do you determine whom you spend time with? 

We may not realize it, but I suspect that many of us 

approach it like finding the right piece for a puzzle. We 

don’t want to be bored or uncomfortable, so we see 

whether a person lines up with the shape of our 

interests and values. We want someone who fits into 

our lives and makes us feel good, but we’re not 

aggressive about it. We wait for circumstances to bring 

people our way—neighbors, co-workers, classmates, or 
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fellow church members. If they don’t fit, we’re content 

to spend our time in other ways. 

As we have been studying Luke 14-19, we have been 

learning that the gospel that saves us must also shape 

us. In chapter 14, Luke tells us how Jesus challenges 

people to show risky generosity, aggressive hospitality, 

and radical devotion. In other words, we must become 

more like Jesus in how we relate to people and how we 

relate to God. So, as we move into chapter 15, Luke 

continues to focus on relationships.  

This chapter may be one of the most familiar in the 

Bible. It begins with the parables of the lost sheep and 

the lost coin and concludes with the parable of the 

prodigal son. Everyone seems to know and love these 

stories, but I’m not sure many of us have ever 

considered how they apply to our lives. These parables 

communicate the mission of Jesus. He shows how the 

gospel compels him to be intentional about 

relationships so that we can follow his example. We will 

see how this intentionality is expressed in verses 1-10, 

as we learn three strategies from him. 

May God’s Spirit use our study of this passage to 

conform us to the image of Christ! 
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Almost every day we hear news about problems 

with toxic chemicals. They contaminate our 

environment and cause serious health problems. We 

are even discovering that some of the chemicals in 

products that we have used for generations are 

harmful. So, many people are looking for ways to limit 

their exposure. We cannot live life in a hazmat suit, but 

our fears make us feel that we should. 

We tend to have similar feelings about sin. We think 

of it in environmental terms. We fear that exposure to 

the wrong people will contaminate us. We worry that 

their words and values will pollute our hearts and 
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minds. In Luke 15:1-2, the Jewish Pharisees and the 

scribes have the same concern. They are disturbed by 

the way Jesus relates to such people. Luke tells us, 

1Now the tax collectors and sinners were all 

drawing near to hear him. 2And the Pharisees 

and the scribes grumbled, saying, “This man 

receives sinners and eats with them.” 

Jesus is not careless or haphazard. Receiving 

sinners is an intentional strategy that reflects the 

gospel that he preaches. Both John the Baptist and 

Jesus proclaim the good news that the kingdom of God 

is at hand. They urge people to prepare for the kingdom 

by repenting of their sins. But Jesus goes a step farther 

in some conversations by forgiving people of their sins 

(e.g., Luke 5:20). So, associating with sinful people is a 

natural expression of his desire for them to experience 

forgiveness. Earlier in his ministry the Pharisees 

criticize him for this, but Luke 5:31-32 tells us, 

And Jesus answered them, “Those who are 

well have no need of a physician, but those 

who are sick. I have not come to call the 

righteous but sinners to repentance.” 
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But should we follow his example? We will see in a 

moment that he expresses this expectation in his 

parables. But first, it might be helpful to address an 

objection that might be raised. Someone might argue 

that Jesus is uniquely equipped to associate with sinful 

people because he is holy and sinless. We, on the other 

hand, are much weaker in our ability to resist 

temptation. So, in 1 Corinthians 15:33, Paul says, “Do 

not be deceived: ‘Bad company ruins good morals.’” 

And in 2 Corinthians 6:15, he says, “What accord has 

Christ with Belial? Or what portion does a believer 

share with an unbeliever?” Then in verse 17, he adds, 

“Therefore go out from their midst, and be separate 

from them, says the Lord, and touch no unclean thing; 

then I will welcome you.”  

Does Paul mean that whenever possible, we should 

avoid social interaction with sinful people? He wants 

believers to be clear about their commitment to Jesus 

Christ. In these exhortations, he is warning them 

against participating in the idolatrous false religion 

that was common in Corinth and elsewhere throughout 

the Roman Empire. So, we should never condone or 

engage in sinful behavior. But Paul does not want 
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believers to avoid interacting with unbelieving people. 

In fact, he expresses concern that believers would 

isolate themselves from the world while accepting 

flagrant immorality in the church. In 1 Corinthians 5:9-

13, he says 

I wrote to you in my letter not to associate 

with sexually immoral people—not at all 

meaning the sexually immoral of this world, 

or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters, 

since then you would need to go out of the 

world. But now I am writing to you not to 

associate with anyone who bears the name of 

brother if he is guilty of sexual immorality or 

greed, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or 

swindler--not even to eat with such a one. 

For what have I to do with judging outsiders? 

Is it not those inside the church whom you 

are to judge? God judges those outside. 

"Purge the evil person from among you." 

In 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, Paul describes his own 

intentional approach to relationships with those 

outside the church, by saying, 

For though I am free from all, I have made 

myself a servant to all, that I might win more 

of them. To the Jews I became as a Jew, in 

order to win Jews. To those under the law I 
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became as one under the law (though not 

being myself under the law) that I might win 

those under the law. To those outside the law 

I became as one outside the law (not being 

outside the law of God but under the law of 

Christ) that I might win those outside the 

law. To the weak I became weak, that I might 

win the weak. I have become all things to all 

people, that by all means I might save some. 

I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may 

share with them in its blessings. 

There may be certain people or situations that we 

should avoid because of the temptations that 

accompany them. But we should otherwise do 

everything that we can to relate to people. Like Jesus 

and Paul, we should approach relationships from an 

attitude of humble service. Our experience of God’s 

love and acceptance in the gospel should prompt us to 

extend the same love and acceptance to others.  
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I grew up in a town in Southern California at the 

feet of the San Gabriel Mountains. So, our local Sheriff 

station had a group with all sorts of special equipment. 

They had gear for backpacking, snow, and mountain 

climbing. They even had a helicopter, but they were not 

some weekend adventure group. They were equipped 

for search and rescue missions. The gospel of Jesus 

Christ equips us for a similar mission.  

When the scribes and Pharisees grumble about 

Jesus receiving sinners, he responds by declaring his 

intention for these relationships in two parables. His 

strategy is to seek the lost. Luke 15:3-4 tells us, 
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3So he told them this parable: 4“What man of 

you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost 

one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine 

in the open country, and go after the one that 

is lost, until he finds it? 

The lost sheep may only be one out of a hundred, 

but it is still valuable enough to be worth the effort. The 

scribes and Pharisees may not have shepherding 

experience, but they can understand the principle. 

Furthermore, this imagery should remind them of 

several Old Testament passages. The most notable is 

the Twenty-Third Psalm, where David describes God’s 

care for his people. In the first three verses, he says, 

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He makes me lie down in green pastures. He 

leads me beside still waters. He restores my 

soul. He leads me in paths of righteousness 

for his name's sake. 

God also addresses the leaders of Israel as 

shepherds. He speaks through the Prophet Jeremiah to 

rebuke them for being irresponsible and harmful to his 

flock, and he promises to provide good shepherds for 

them. Jeremiah 23:1-4 says, 
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“Woe to the shepherds who destroy and 

scatter the sheep of my pasture!” declares the 

LORD. Therefore thus says the LORD, the 

God of Israel, concerning the shepherds who 

care for my people: “You have scattered my 

flock and have driven them away, and you 

have not attended to them. Behold, I will 

attend to you for your evil deeds, declares the 

LORD. Then I will gather the remnant of my 

flock out of all the countries where I have 

driven them, and I will bring them back to 

their fold, and they shall be fruitful and 

multiply. I will set shepherds over them who 

will care for them, and they shall fear no 

more, nor be dismayed, neither shall any be 

missing, declares the LORD.” 

Jeremiah prophesied around 600 years before the 

ministry of Jesus, but Israel was still facing the same 

problem. These Pharisees and scribes should have 

cared for their fellow countrymen. They should have 

sought to bring them back to the Lord, but instead they 

were arrogant and condescending. But we see an 

entirely different attitude in Jesus. He feels 

compassion for the people. He sees them as sheep 

without a shepherd and presents himself as the one to 

fill that role. John 10:14-15 tells us that earlier in his 
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ministry he says, “I am the good shepherd. I know my 

own and my own know me, just as the Father knows 

me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for 

the sheep.” 

God thinks of us all as sheep, and in reality it’s not 

just one out of a hundred that gets lost. We are all prone 

to wander from our shepherd. Isaiah 53:6 says, “All we 

like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every 

one—to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the 

iniquity of us all.” We are all lost in sin, and we need a 

shepherd to seek us out and rescue us. Jesus laid down 

his life to accomplish this mission. 

So, it should not surprise us that the same idea of 

caring for a flock carries over into the New Testament 

Church. In Acts 20:28, Paul challenges church leaders 

in Ephesus, by saying, “Pay careful attention to 

yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit 

has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, 

which he obtained with his own blood.” Leaders are 

charged to be faithful shepherds, but this spirit of care 

and concern for others should also characterize every 

believer. We should all reflect the heart of the good 

shepherd 
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Perhaps the scribes and Pharisees were too hard-

hearted to remember these Old Testament passages 

about sheep and shepherds. So, Luke 15 tells us that 

Jesus begins a second parable in verse 8 by saying, “Or 

what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one 

coin, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and 

seek diligently until she finds it?” Everyone can identify 

with this woman. She has somehow misplaced ten 

percent of her savings. She cannot ignore it or write it 

off. She is desperate to find it, and Jesus seeks the lost 

with the same diligence. 

Are you willing to follow his strategy? If you have 

been rescued, will you cultivate relationships for the 

purpose of helping people see their need for the good 

shepherd?  
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What we celebrate says a lot about us. Our society’s 

biggest public celebrations seem to take place on New 

Year’s Eve and Independence Day. On a personal level 

we celebrate birthdays, weddings, and graduations. 

But if you understand the implications of the gospel of 

Jesus Christ, then you should rejoice when someone 

turns to him in repentance.  

As he continues these two parables in Luke 15, 

Jesus emphasizes this joy. In both stories, he presents 

it as something to be shared with others. It’s another 

intentional relationship strategy. He concludes the 

parable of the lost sheep in verses 5-7 by saying, 
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5And when he has found it, he lays it on his 

shoulders, rejoicing. 6And when he comes 

home, he calls together his friends and his 

neighbors, saying to them, 'Rejoice with me, 

for I have found my sheep that was lost.' 7Just 

so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven 

over one sinner who repents than over 

ninety-nine righteous persons who need no 

repentance. 

Then he concludes the parable of the lost coin in 

verses 9-10 by saying, 

9And when she has found it, she calls 

together her friends and neighbors, saying, 

‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin 

that I had lost.’ 10Just so, I tell you, there is 

joy before the angels of God over one sinner 

who repents.” 

Jesus uses exaggeration to highlight his point. A 

shepherd would feel good about finding his lost sheep, 

but he probably wouldn’t throw a party. A woman 

would be relieved to find her lost coin, but she probably 

wouldn’t tell friends and neighbors. But this level of 

celebration is perfectly fitting when a sinner comes to 

repentance. In fact, Jesus says that the angels in 

heaven rejoice.  
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We often think of our choices in life as a private 

matter, but Jesus reveals that we have heavenly 

spectators. They are watching to see how the drama of 

salvation plays out on earth. In 1 Peter 1:12, Peter 

mentions that angels long to look into the outworking 

of the gospel. They understand that a person’s decision 

to repent and follow Christ has eternal significance. As 

Paul says in Colossians 1:13, that person has been 

delivered from the domain of darkness and transferred 

to the kingdom of Christ. So, the angels celebrate in 

perfect reflection of their Creator’s joy. Heaven is 

watching. 

All who have experienced this salvation should join 

in the celebration. We should be like the friends and 

neighbors in these two parables. We understand the 

freedom of having our sins forgiven and the hope of 

having an eternal inheritance. But we should not just 

stand by waiting for people to repent. We should be 

intentionally seeking to share this joy in our 

relationships. 

The Apostle John identifies this motivation as the 

reason for writing 1 John. In 1 John 1:3-4, he says, 
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that which we have seen and heard we 

proclaim also to you, so that you too may 

have fellowship with us; and indeed our 

fellowship is with the Father and with his Son 

Jesus Christ. And we are writing these things 

so that our joy may be complete. 

The gospel enabled John to enter into a relationship 

with God. He wants others to share in that relationship, 

knowing that it will make his own joy more complete. 

What do we rejoice in? Do we have an eternal 

perspective?  Do we value our relationship with God so 

much that we want others to participate in it? 

Jesus shows us that a gospel-shaped heart is 

intentional about relationships. It receives sinners, 

seeks the lost, and rejoices over the repentant. There’s 

more to say about repentance, and Jesus addresses it 

in the next parable about the prodigal son that we will 

consider next time.  

But let me ask you—have you personally come to 

repentance? Have you turned from going your own way 

to believe in and follow Jesus? If not, I encourage you 

to turn to him today. All heaven is watching, ready to 
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rejoice. As you consider that decision, you may want to 

read ahead in Luke 15 and consider that next story. 

If you are a follower of Christ, are you intentional 

about your relationships? Do these strategies shape the 

way that you interact with people? What needs to 

change? What could you do this week to seek the lost? 

May our hearts overflow with the love and joy of 

Jesus! 
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1. Did someone ever reach out to you with these 

strategies? How so? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these strategies are part of your life? 

Which have you neglected? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do this week to be more intentional 

about relationships? 
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Technology may never reach the point where 

average people have humanoid robot assistants, but we 

can dream about it. It could do all your chores while 

you relax. It would follow your every command. You 

would have complete control. Who could resist? 

Honestly, we are always looking for ways to exert 

control. We try to manage our health with medicine. 

We pursue wealth by working hard. We seek to 

influence society through politics. But often the most 

challenging area to influence is our relationships with 
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the people who are closest to us, particularly our 

children. 

Proverbs 22:6 says, “Train up a child in the way he 

should go; even when he is old he will not depart from 

it.” But training and control are not the same. As this 

proverb indicates, training sets a direction. It utilizes 

teaching, encouragement, rebuke, and discipline to 

prepare a child for maturity. But control is more about 

the desires of the parent than the growth of the child. 

It dictates behavior, and if that is resisted, it resorts to 

nagging, guilt trips, emotional intimidation, and even 

physical coercion to bring about conformity. The 

controlling parent wants robotic obedience. 

If the Pharisees during the time of Jesus had 

written a parenting manual, I suspect that it would be 

filled with control tactics, because they exhibit this 

manipulative behavior as they relate to Jesus. He is 

probably younger than most of them, since he is 

around the age of thirty, and he keeps doing things that 

do not conform to their standards. So, they respond by 

stalking him, questioning him, criticizing him, and 

when none of that works, they have him executed. Luke 

15 records one of their encounters with Jesus a few 
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weeks before the crucifixion. Verse 2 tells us, “And the 

Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, ‘This man 

receives sinners and eats with them.” 

Jesus does not merely accept their criticism. On this 

occasion, he responds with three parables. As we saw 

previously, he tells of a shepherd seeking his lost sheep 

and of a woman searching for her lost coin to illustrate 

God’s concern for people who are spiritually lost and 

his joy when they repent. He reiterates these ideas in 

his third parable but presents it in the context of a 

family. In verses 11-32, he tells the story of a father with 

two sons, and I suspect the Pharisees would have 

criticized every choice this father makes. If we didn’t 

already know the parable, many of us might feel the 

same way, because his love for his sons seems reckless. 

But Jesus is illustrating the way God loves us. 

In the Parable of the Prodigal Son, Jesus shows us 

four expressions of God’s reckless love, and it is 

anything but controlling. As Paul says, his kindness 

leads us to repentance, but it also sets an example for 

us to follow. Jesus tells the parable to the Pharisees to 

show that God wants us to imitate this reckless love in 

how we relate to people, even our own children as they 
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mature.  As we examine this parable, I pray that God 

will shape our hearts. 
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Bowling is not an easy game, particularly when you 

are barely able to lift the ball. But the difficulty does not 

stop kids from wanting to play. I remember my own 

kids dropping the ball with a thud and watching it roll 

slowly down the lane weaving from side to side. Rather 

than letting every throw roll into the gutter, bowling 

alleys install those bumper rails for kids. But you can’t 

use the bumpers forever.  

The same lesson applies to parenting. Parents 

instinctively want to protect their children and keep 

them on the right path. But for children to grow to 

maturity, parents must remove the “bumpers” at some 
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point. They must begin to release their child to make 

choices.  

The father in Jesus’ parable gives his son a shocking 

degree of freedom. Luke 15:11-13 tells us that Jesus 

says, 

11And he said, "There was a man who had two 

sons. 12And the younger of them said to his 

father, 'Father, give me the share of property 

that is coming to me.' And he divided his 

property between them. 13Not many days 

later, the younger son gathered all he had 

and took a journey into a far country, and 

there he squandered his property in reckless 

living. 

Most fathers would be deeply offended by this son’s 

request. He does not want to wait around until his 

father dies. He wants to receive his inheritance early. 

In that culture, the firstborn would receive a double 

portion of the inheritance. So, since there are only two 

sons, this younger son would receive a third of his 

father’s property.  

The father could respond to this request in any 

number of ways. This young man probably has an 

impulsive personality, and the father knows that he will 



 

— 93 — 

make foolish choices with this wealth. No one would 

fault him for rejecting his son’s request. Many fathers 

would respond in anger. They might intimidate the 

young man by yelling or physically threatening him. 

They might even cut him off from the family. Others 

would dramatically lament their deep sense of hurt to 

make the young man feel so guilty that he would give 

up his pursuit. But this father simply grants his son’s 

request, releasing him to choose his own path.  

Doesn’t the father’s decision seem reckless to you? 

Is this just part of the story? Does God really express 

his love by releasing us to choose our own path? What 

about his sovereignty? In Ephesians 1:11, Paul says, “In 

him we have obtained an inheritance, having been 

predestined according to the purpose of him who 

works all things according to the counsel of his will.” 

Does a loving God allow people to make bad decisions? 

From the very beginning, he blessed human beings 

with the ability to make choices. Genesis 2:9 tells us, 

“And out of the ground the LORD God made to spring 

up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for 

food. The tree of life was in the midst of the garden, and 
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the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” Then verses 

16 and 17 tell us,  

And the LORD God commanded the man, 

saying, "You may surely eat of every tree of 

the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge 

of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the 

day that you eat of it you shall surely die." 

In his goodness, God gave Adam and Eve the 

opportunity to express their love by trusting and 

obeying him, but they made the same choice as the 

prodigal son in our story. 

Divine sovereignty and human choice seem 

contradictory from a human perspective. How they 

interact is a mystery, but since the Bible teaches both 

truths, we must accept them. It is clear, however, that 

God did not create us to be robots. He wants us to 

choose to love him, and for that to happen he must 

remove the bumpers. He gives us responsibility and 

allows us to face the consequences.  

Are you willing to follow his example in how you 

relate to people?  
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Some things can’t be rushed. God makes that lesson 

clear with the birth of every baby. When a child is born 

too early, there is a risk of serious health problems. No 

matter how urgently someone wants a child, he 

designed us so that there is a nine-month wait.  

Genuine repentance cannot be rushed either. Well-

meaning people have pressured countless individuals 

to make significant spiritual decisions. But in many 

cases those commitments do not last, because they 

were never genuine to begin with. Sometimes a person 

must truly hit bottom, before they are ready to change. 
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The father in Jesus’ story understands this 

principle. He does not stalk his son or pester him to 

come home. He patiently waits. In Luke 15:14-20, 

Jesus says, 

14And when he had spent everything, a severe 

famine arose in that country, and he began to 

be in need. 15So he went and hired himself 

out to one of the citizens of that country, who 

sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16And he 

was longing to be fed with the pods that the 

pigs ate, and no one gave him anything. 
17“But when he came to himself, he said, 

‘How many of my father's hired servants 

have more than enough bread, but I perish 

here with hunger! 18I will arise and go to my 

father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have 

sinned against heaven and before you. 19I am 

no longer worthy to be called your son. Treat 

me as one of your hired servants.”’ 20And he 

arose and came to his father. But while he 

was still a long way off, his father saw him 

and felt compassion... 

We are not told how long the son has been away, but 

it seems as if the father has been watching the horizon 

every day. His patience is not an expression of 

indifference, but compassion. He does not want his son 

to suffer, but he understands that these hard 
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experiences are necessary. As the son hires himself out 

as a servant, he learns the privilege of his family’s 

financial standing. Jews considered pigs unclean, so he 

is undoubtedly humiliated by his work. But he comes 

to see the blessing of doing respectable work with 

believers. His hunger teaches him to value food and to 

care for those in need. All these difficulties help him 

realize what a good and kind man his father is. So, 

when he returns home, he humbly casts himself upon 

his father’s mercy in the hope of just being accepted 

back as a servant.  

God exercises the same kind of patience as he waits 

for people to repent. In 2 Peter 3:9, Peter responds to 

people who doubted whether Christ would ever return. 

He is probably writing around thirty years after Jesus 

ascended to heaven. Why doesn’t he come and fix this 

broken world? Why doesn’t he bring judgment against 

all evil and injustice? Peter says, 

The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as 

some count slowness, but is patient toward 

you, not wishing that any should perish, but 

that all should reach repentance. 
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Genuine repentance requires a humility that cannot 

be rushed. The Apostle Paul speaks of his own 

experience of God’s patience. He had been a self-

righteous Pharisee who devoted himself to persecuting 

Christians. He did not relent until he had a dramatic 

encounter with the glorified Christ on the road to 

Damascus. Why didn’t Christ intervene earlier before 

Paul had done those terrible things? In 1 Timothy 1:16, 

Paul says, 

But I received mercy for this reason, that in 

me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might 

display his perfect patience as an example to 

those who were to believe in him for eternal 

life. 

God’s waiting may seem reckless to us, but it reveals 

his wisdom and love. The previous parables in the 

chapter speak of seeking the lost. But seeking does not 

mean pressuring someone into a half-hearted decision. 

God knows the journey every person must take. We 

must trust his timing in the lives of our friends and 

family.  
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When hurdlers begin a race, they know exactly what 

to expect. The hurdles are not randomly placed. The 

organizer does not extend the course or add additional 

obstacles. The runners have practiced their rhythm and 

cadence to move fluidly down the track, but life is not 

that predictable. 

As the prodigal son returns home, he does not know 

how his family will respond. His own sense of guilt tells 

him to expect the worst. Many families would set up all 

sorts of obstacles: lectures, tests, probationary periods. 

They could hold his departure over him for the rest of 

his life to keep him under their thumb. But in his 
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reckless love, the father does not do any of that. He 

runs to embrace his son and removes all the barriers.  

In Luke 15:20-24, Jesus says, 

20And he arose and came to his father. But 

while he was still a long way off, his father 

saw him and felt compassion, and ran and 

embraced him and kissed him. 21And the son 

said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against 

heaven and before you. I am no longer 

worthy to be called your son.’ 22But the father 

said to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best 

robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his 

hand, and shoes on his feet. 23And bring the 

fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and 

celebrate. 24For this my son was dead, and is 

alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ And 

they began to celebrate. 

The son acknowledges his sin and confesses his 

unworthiness, but the father immediately receives him 

without any bitterness. Scholars tell us that dignified 

men never ran in that society. It would look ridiculous 

to see a man gathering up his long robe and exposing 

his legs. But the father does not care what anyone else 

thinks. He hugs and kisses his son. He clothes him and 

puts a family ring on his finger to demonstrate that he 
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is fully restored. He celebrates as if his son has just 

risen from the dead.  

When we acknowledge our sin to God and confess 

our unworthiness, he embraces us in the same way. 

Like the son’s robe, our heavenly Father clothes us in 

the righteousness of Christ. In Philippians 3:8-9, Paul 

describes his own relationship to Christ this way. He 

says,  

Indeed, I count everything as loss because of 

the surpassing worth of knowing Christ 

Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered 

the loss of all things and count them as 

rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and 

be found in him, not having a righteousness 

of my own that comes from the law, but that 

which comes through faith in Christ, the 

righteousness from God that depends on 

faith— 

God also grants us an inheritance and confirms it 

with a seal like the son’s ring. In Ephesians 1:13-14, 

Paul explains, 

In him you also, when you heard the word of 

truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 

believed in him, were sealed with the 

promised Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee of 
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our inheritance until we acquire possession 

of it, to the praise of his glory. 

Earlier in Luke 15, Jesus also talks about the joy in 

heaven when a sinner repents. A spiritually dead 

person has been raised to life in Christ, so we should all 

join in that celebration. We should all be quick to 

embrace them, no matter how far astray they have 

gone. It may seem reckless, but we must imitate God’s 

love and grace. 
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God does not treat us like robots, but some people 

still try to relate to him that way. They focus on 

gathering information and carrying out instructions, 

but they do not pursue a vital connection with him. 

They maintain a sterile exterior, but their heart does 

not beat in sync with his gospel. So, this robotic 

spirituality is both legalistic and hypocritical. 

The Pharisees relate to God this way. But as they 

behold the reckless love of God displayed in the 

ministry of Jesus, their circuits are being blown. They 

cannot understand the ideas of searching for the lost, 

embracing them, or celebrating their return. Jesus 
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could simply ignore them, but he does not. He pleads 

with them by telling them about a pleading father. 

He continues the parable in Luke 15:25-32, by 

saying, 

25“Now his older son was in the field, and as 

he came and drew near to the house, he 

heard music and dancing. 26And he called 

one of the servants and asked what these 

things meant. 27And he said to him, ‘Your 

brother has come, and your father has killed 

the fattened calf, because he has received 

him back safe and sound.’ 28But he was angry 

and refused to go in. His father came out and 

entreated him, 29but he answered his father, 

‘Look, these many years I have served you, 

and I never disobeyed your command, yet 

you never gave me a young goat, that I might 

celebrate with my friends. 30But when this 

son of yours came, who has devoured your 

property with prostitutes, you killed the 

fattened calf for him!’ 31And he said to him, 

‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is 

mine is yours. 32It was fitting to celebrate and 

be glad, for this your brother was dead, and 

is alive; he was lost, and is found.’” 

On the surface, the older brother seems faithful, but 

his actions and words reveal the darkness of his heart. 
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He refuses to join the celebration. He speaks of serving 

his father as if he has been a slave. He is jealous of the 

attention his brother is getting. He is bitter about the 

money his brother has wasted. He assumes the worst 

of his brother, claiming that he has been sexually 

immoral though there is no other mention of that. 

Worst of all, he directs his anger at his father, claiming 

that he is to blame. 

How would you respond to someone throwing a fit 

like this? He deserves to be sternly rebuked for his 

arrogance. The father would be justified in cutting him 

off from the family. On the other hand, many people 

would press the son to mask his feelings and join the 

celebration as a good robot should. 

But this father pleads with his son. He leaves the 

party to seek him out. He proclaims his care for him. 

He affirms the sharing of his possessions with him. He 

then reasons with him to encourage a change of heart 

over his younger brother’s return. In the face of such 

hardness, his gentle appeals may seem recklessly 

understated. 

Jesus never tells us how the older brother responds. 

He gives the Pharisees the opportunity to finish the 
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story. How will they respond to Christ’s pleading? How 

will you respond? Will you allow it to change your 

heart? Will you join him in pleading with people? In 2 

Corinthians 5:20, Paul describes our calling by saying, 

“Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God 

making his appeal through us. We implore you on 

behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.” 

The story of the prodigal son gives us a stunning 

picture of the reckless love of God. He releases us to 

make genuine choices. He patiently waits for us to 

come to repentance. When we come, he embraces us, 

clothing us and guaranteeing our inheritance. When 

our hearts are hard, he pleads with us through his 

Spirit and his Word. He wants us to share his heart. 

Some of us identify with the younger brother, and 

others with the older one. Many of us have been 

exposed to a robotic version of Christianity, so we 

respond by rebelling and running away or by 

conforming and becoming bitter. Whichever side you 

are on, would you begin to trust God’s love? Don’t 

blame him for the actions of others. Humbly confess 
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your sins and be reconciled to him. Begin to live a life 

of faith. If you want to learn more about his love, I 

would encourage you to spend some time reflecting on 

the third chapter of the Gospel of John. 

If you’ve been reconciled to the Father, are you 

imitating his love? Think through these four 

expressions. Are they each reflected in how you relate 

to the people in your life? Is there one on which you 

need to focus? Perhaps you have family members who 

are not walking with God? Do they experience his 

reckless love through you? 

Paul’s words in Ephesians 3 serve as a fitting 

conclusion to this study. May Christ dwell in our hearts 

through faith—that we, being rooted and grounded in 

love, may have strength to comprehend with all the 

saints what is the breadth and length and height and 

depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses 

knowledge, that we may be filled with all the fullness of 

God. 
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1. Which character in the parable do you most identify 

with? Why? 

 

 

 

2. How does this story challenge your understanding 

of God’s love? 

 

 

 

3. What do you need to do to better imitate God’s 

love? 
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I am always fascinated by big, expensive homes, 

particularly those with spectacular views of lakes or 

oceans. I have no aspirations to own one, I just find 

them interesting to look at. But I have heard that many 

of those homes sit vacant most of the time. They may 

only be used for a weekend or two over the course of an 

entire year. It seems as if the only way someone can 

afford one is to work so much that they are never able 

to enjoy it. 
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King Solomon speaks of this problem in the Old 

Testament. As one of the world’s richest men, he must 

have personally experienced this paradox. In 

Ecclesiastes 5:10, he writes, “He who loves money will 

not be satisfied with money, nor he who loves wealth 

with his income; this also is vanity.” We like to think 

that gaining wealth will give us freedom and power. But 

we often find that the more someone makes, the more 

it controls them. So, the way you handle money is a 

spiritual issue. Master money or it will master you. 

In our study of Luke 14-19, we have been learning 

that the Gospel that saves us must also shape our 

hearts. The good news of Christianity is that we can 

receive God’s forgiveness and eternal life through faith 

in Jesus Christ. But when you receive this salvation, the 

way you approach life must begin to change. In Luke 14 

and 15, we have considered Jesus’ teaching on risky 

generosity, aggressive hospitality, radical devotion, 

intentional relationships, and reckless love. As Luke 16 

begins, Jesus tells an odd story to show his followers 

how to master money. 
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Luke 16:1-8 tells us,  

1He also said to the disciples, “There was a 

rich man who had a manager, and charges 

were brought to him that this man was 

wasting his possessions. 2And he called him 

and said to him, ‘What is this that I hear 

about you? Turn in the account of your 

management, for you can no longer be 

manager.’ 3And the manager said to himself, 

‘What shall I do, since my master is taking 

the management away from me? I am not 

strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to 

beg. 4I have decided what to do, so that when 

I am removed from management, people 

may receive me into their houses.’ 5So, 

summoning his master's debtors one by one, 

he said to the first, ‘How much do you owe 

my master?’ 6He said, ‘A hundred measures 

of oil.’ He said to him, 'Take your bill, and sit 

down quickly and write fifty.’ 7Then he said 

to another, ‘And how much do you owe?’ He 

said, ‘A hundred measures of wheat.’ He said 

to him, ‘Take your bill, and write eighty.’ 
8The master commended the dishonest 

manager for his shrewdness. For the sons of 

this world are more shrewd in dealing with 

their own generation than the sons of light. 
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People offer three basic explanations of this story. 

The first is that the manager has been embezzling and 

continues to do so by making these last-minute deals.   

But if embezzlement is the problem, it seems unlikely 

that his master would commend him or even give him 

any opportunity to do anything more with the books. 

Another approach is to say that the master has been 

taking advantage of his debtors by charging an 

exorbitant rate of interest. The manager’s problem is 

that he has not been able to follow through on 

collecting these outrageous debts. So, before he leaves, 

the manager takes a stand for justice by reducing the 

debts to a fair level. As much as we may like this “Robin 

Hood” idea, Jesus specifically says that the manager is 

dishonest, not the master. 

I think the best explanation is to say that the 

manager was allowed to include a commission for 

himself. He has not been embezzling, but he has not 

been just. He has not been able to collect, because he 

has been charging more than people can pay. So, he 

beats the master to the punch. He rewrites the bills 

without his commission, so that people will be willing 

to help him out later. He has not had a change of heart. 
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He simply takes advantage of the situation, and the 

master can appreciate his shrewd actions. 

So, why does Jesus tell this strange story? He 

explains in verses 9-15. He uses the manager as both a 

positive and a negative example to show us three 

gospel-driven disciplines that will help us master 

money. This is a radically different way to think about 

finances that cuts against the values of our society. So, 

my prayer is that God will give us ears to hear and the 

determination to respond obediently! 
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It’s always nice to come home after a long trip. But 

it’s even better when you receive a warm welcome from 

the people you love. Everyone says that relationships 

are more important than money, but how many 

actually live by that principle? A lot of people are quick 

to sacrifice relationships for wealth. 

But Jesus argues that friendships have eternal 

implications. So, to master money we need to use it to 

make eternal friends. In Luke 16:9 he says, “And I tell 

you, make friends for yourselves by means of 

unrighteous wealth, so that when it fails they may 

receive you into the eternal dwellings.” 
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This is the positive application from his story about 

the dishonest manager. As selfish as the man seems to 

be, he sees value in having friends. So, he makes these 

financial transactions to endear himself to them. He is 

probably looking for more than just a place to stay. The 

household was a business unit. He is lining up his 

future employment. He believes that these friends will 

help him in his time of need. 

But what does friendship have to do with eternity? 

Some claim that Jesus is talking about friendship with 

God, because he is the only one with the power to 

decide whether to receive us into eternity. In John 14:2, 

Jesus talks about this idea of having a home for 

eternity. He says, “In my Father's house are many 

rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go 

to prepare a place for you?” Later on in the same 

conversation, he speaks about those whom he 

considers friends. John 15:14 tells us that he says, “You 

are my friends if you do what I command you.” So, 

according to this interpretation, the idea in Luke 16:9 

would be that you can use money to demonstrate your 

relationship with God. 
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But there are some problems with this view. Jesus 

does not talk about demonstrating friendship that 

already exists, but about establishing a new friendship. 

This interpretation would lead to the idea that you can 

earn God’s friendship by how you use money. But we 

don’t become friends of God by doing good deeds. We 

are reconciled with him by his grace. Obedience and 

good deeds demonstrate this relationship, but they do 

not bring it about. Furthermore, we saw back in verse 1 

that Jesus is speaking to people who are already 

disciples. They presumably already have a relationship 

with God. 

The alternative interpretation is to understand 

these friends as regular everyday people. Like the 

dishonest manager, we can use money to cultivate 

friendships. But again, what do these relationships 

have to do with eternity? We find a good explanation in 

Paul’s words in 1 Thessalonians 2:19-20. As he writes 

to his friends in Thessalonica, he says, “For what is our 

hope or joy or crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus 

at his coming? Is it not you? For you are our glory and 

joy.” 
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These people in Thessalonica became Christians 

through Paul’s ministry. He traveled to their city to tell 

them the gospel so that they could receive eternal life. 

He faced persecution from the city’s Jewish 

community. He even sacrificed financially. Earlier in 

the chapter in verse 9, he says, “For you remember, 

brothers, our labor and toil: we worked night and day, 

that we might not be a burden to any of you, while we 

proclaimed to you the gospel of God.” Paul came to love 

these people as dear friends, and he looked forward to 

celebrating God’s salvation with them in eternity. 

I think Jesus has this kind of reunion in mind in 

Luke 16:9. These friends do not determine whether you 

enter eternal life, but they can be there to welcome you. 

So, we master money by using it to lead people to 

eternal life. Does this mean that we should give to the 

church or to evangelistic efforts around the world? Yes, 

but it’s bigger than that. 

As followers of Christ, everything we do with money 

can either draw people toward him or push them away. 

Do we handle money with integrity? Are we generous—

not just toward official charities but individual needs? 

It could even be as simple as buying someone a cup of 
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coffee or taking them out to lunch so that you can get 

to know them and share the gospel with them? Practice 

the discipline of using money to make eternal friends.  
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The Monopoly board game has been around for 

over eight-five years. Apparently, people love 

pretending to buy up property and railroads to 

accumulate lots of wealth. A single game can last for 

hours. In fact, the longest game on record lasted 70 

days. But eventually every game comes to an end. The 

money goes back in the box, and you return to normal 

life.  

From an eternal perspective, our lives in this world 

are even shorter than a board game. We get so 

absorbed in gathering wealth, but none of it will last. 

So, we need to cultivate the discipline of seeking true 
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riches that last forever. Jesus explains this focus in 

Luke 16:10-12, by saying, 

10One who is faithful in a very little is also 

faithful in much, and one who is dishonest in 

a very little is also dishonest in much. 11If 

then you have not been faithful in the 

unrighteous wealth, who will entrust to you 

the true riches? 12And if you have not been 

faithful in that which is another's, who will 

give you that which is your own? 

Here Jesus draws upon the negative example set by 

the dishonest manager. He was hired to manage the 

rich man’s wealth. His responsibility was to make a 

profit, but he was wasting those resources. In fact, 

Jesus uses the same word here in Luke 16:1 that he 

used back in 15:13 to describe the prodigal son’s 

spending. Whatever else the dishonest manager may 

have done, he violated the trust his employer placed in 

him. 

So, in verse 10, Jesus expresses this proverbial idea: 

faithful in little, faithful in much; dishonest in little, 

dishonest in much. The wealth of this life is the little, 

and you and I are just managers not owners. 

Everything belongs to God. David acknowledges God’s 
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ownership in his prayer recorded in 1 Chronicles 29:11-

12. He says, 

Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the 

power and the glory and the victory and the 

majesty, for all that is in the heavens and in 

the earth is yours. Yours is the kingdom, O 

LORD, and you are exalted as head above all. 

Both riches and honor come from you, and 

you rule over all. In your hand are power and 

might, and in your hand it is to make great 

and to give strength to all. 

God is watching to see how we manage his 

resources. The goal is not to accumulate as much as we 

can, but to faithfully use whatever he gives us for his 

purposes. Jesus says that when we prove ourselves to 

be faithful, God will reward us with true riches. We will 

receive an inheritance in his kingdom. In Ephesians 

2:7, Paul says, “so that in the coming ages he might 

show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness 

toward us in Christ Jesus.” 

Later in 1 Timothy 6:17-19, Paul tells his coworker 

Timothy to give Christians this exhortation about 

wealth. 
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As for the rich in this present age, charge 

them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes 

on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who 

richly provides us with everything to enjoy. 

They are to do good, to be rich in good works, 

to be generous and ready to share, thus 

storing up treasure for themselves as a good 

foundation for the future, so that they may 

take hold of that which is truly life. 

Will you be ready when this game ends? Don’t lose 

sight of the fact that you are managing God’s resources. 

Be faithful. Seek the true riches that he will give us in 

eternity.  
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Our world increasingly relies upon digital 

technology. It’s not just computers and phones, but 

televisions, radios, cars, every smart household device, 

even the machines that read your credit card when you 

buy something. The basic system that runs all these 

devices processes information in ones and zeros. It’s 

like a switch that is either open or closed, on or off. 

There is no middle position. It’s either one or zero. 

This binary status also applies to our relationship 

with God. We follow him as Lord and Master, or not at 

all. There is no middle level of commitment. So, Jesus 

challenges us to evaluate our relationship to money 
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this way. We must discipline ourselves to use money in 

a way that demonstrates that we serve God alone. In 

Luke 16:13, Jesus says, 

No servant can serve two masters, for either 

he will hate the one and love the other, or he 

will be devoted to the one and despise the 

other. You cannot serve God and money.” 

We like to think that we can find some kind of 

balance. We might give God most Sundays and live a 

generally moral life. We might even donate a 

percentage of money. But the rest of my time and 

money is mine to use however I want. But we’re fooling 

ourselves. That scheme doesn’t work. We’re not really 

serving God. We’re just using him to feel good about 

ourselves. When things don’t go our way, we are quick 

to complain. Our devotion becomes resentment. 

We see that same fickleness in the people of Israel 

as God rescues them from Egypt. He gives them the 

Ten Commandments, and the first one, recorded in 

Exodus 20:3, states, “You shall have no other gods 

before me.” But the people grumble and complain, they 

worship a golden calf, and then they refuse to enter the 

Promised Land. They don’t relate to God as their 
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master. They repeatedly place themselves before him. 

So, God ends up punishing that entire generation. 

Later as the next generation prepares to enter the land, 

Deuteronomy 4:24 tells us that Moses says, “For the 

LORD your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God.” In 

other words, he deserves and demands complete 

devotion. 

Jesus has been making this point to his disciples, 

but others are listening in. Luke 16:14-15 tells us, 

14The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, 

heard all these things, and they ridiculed 

him. 15And he said to them, “You are those 

who justify yourselves before men, but God 

knows your hearts. For what is exalted 

among men is an abomination in the sight of 

God.” 

The Pharisees impressed a lot of people with their 

spirituality, but it was all a show. They loved money, 

power, attention, and influence. They would donate a 

tithe of their income, but they made sure that everyone 

knew. The Son of God comes to them and calls them to 

serve God with their whole heart, but they ridicule him. 

They despise him so much that they will ultimately 

arrange for his execution. People may be impressed 
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with them, but God is not. He considers their fake 

devotion an outright abomination. 

Jesus calls us to be completely devoted. Luke 9:23 

tells us, “And he said to all, ‘If anyone would come after 

me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and 

follow me.’” As our Lord and Savior, he deserves all 

that we are: heart, mind, soul, strength, time, 

resources, and abilities. His commands and purposes 

should guide everything we say and do, including all 

the ways we use money. 

The only way to master money is to be fully devoted 

to the Lord. We must follow these three disciplines that 

Jesus prescribes: make eternal friends, seek true 

riches, and serve God alone. 

Do you know where you’ll spend eternity? We all 

fall short in serving God. None of us deserve to receive 

the riches of his great inheritance, but Jesus purchased 

it for us through his death on the cross. To receive it we 

must confess that Jesus is Lord and believe that God 

raised him from the dead. Are you ready to begin 
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serving God? Would you commit yourself to him 

today? 

Perhaps you are wrestling through the practical 

implications of mastering your money as your serve 

God. First Timothy 6 is a great chapter to study for 

more insight on that topic. But is there some 

immediate change that you need to make in how you 

use or even think about money? Do God’s commands 

and purposes guide your financial decisions? Are you 

using money to make friends for eternity? Is there 

someone to whom you need to reach out? Would you 

seek an opportunity to do that this week? 

David’s prayer from Psalm 86:11-12 is a fitting 

response to what we have learned. 

Teach me your way, O LORD, that I may walk 

in your truth; unite my heart to fear your 

name. I give thanks to you, O Lord my God, 

with my whole heart, and I will glorify your 

name forever. 
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1. What examples can you give of the love of money 

having a negative impact on someone’s spiritual 

life? 

 

 

 

 

2. What examples can you give of someone mastering 

their money and using it for Christ? 

 

 

 

 

3. How could you practice these disciplines this week? 
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Laughter is a funny thing (pun intended). It’s 

complicated. It can be good and joyful. It can be used 

to disguise our true feelings. It can even be destructive.  

The Book of Proverbs captures the whole spectrum. 

Proverbs 31:25 describes the confidence of a godly 

woman by saying, “Strength and dignity are her 

clothing, and she laughs at the time to come.” But 

Proverbs 14:13 tells us, “Even in laughter the heart may 

ache, and the end of joy may be grief.” Then Proverbs 
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29:9 says, “If a wise man has an argument with a fool, 

the fool only rages and laughs, and there is no quiet.”  

In the first part of Luke 16, Jesus tells his disciples 

a parable about a dishonest manager who uses wealth 

to make friends. It’s a funny story, and Jesus uses it to 

explain three disciplines for mastering money, so that 

it does not master us. But verse 14 tells us that the 

Pharisees overheard this and ridiculed him. This 

laughter was far from good. In fact, Luke uses the same 

word later in 23:35 to describe the way the Jewish 

leaders mocked Jesus as he was on the cross. 

How does Jesus respond to their scorn on the 

occasion described in Luke 16? In verse 15, he warns 

them that God knows their heart and that he considers 

many of the things that men exalt to be an 

abomination. Then he tells them what may be one of 

the most frightening stories in the Bible—the story of 

the rich man and Lazarus. He wants the Pharisees to 

realize that eternity is no laughing matter. But the 

parable also offers a deep sense of hope for those who 

will receive it. As he unfolds the story, Jesus 

demonstrates five reasons to be urgent about eternity. 
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This passage is a wake-up call. It is designed to 

pierce hard hearts and lead them to repentance. It also 

stirs up those who believe to be grateful for salvation 

and to stay focused on reaching out. May God use this 

study to accomplish those objectives in us! 
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The change of seasons is not always obvious. The 

first official day of winter may be unusually warm. But 

you know that colder weather will eventually come in 

climates like ours here in Michigan, so wise 

homeowners prepare any way. They seize the 

opportunity to get work done before the snow falls. 

We should have the same urgent mindset about the 

coming of God’s Kingdom. In Luke 16:16, Jesus points 

out that there has been a change of seasons in the 

unfolding of God’s plans. He says, “The Law and the 

Prophets were until John; since then the good news of 
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the kingdom of God is preached, and everyone forces 

his way into it.” 

When Jesus refers to the Law and the Prophets, he 

is speaking of what we call the Old Testament. The first 

five books, Genesis through Deuteronomy, were 

written by Moses as he led the people of Israel out of 

Egypt. In addition to legal passages, these book contain 

a lot of historical narrative, but they are called “the 

Law” because they became Israel’s national 

constitution. God established a covenant with them 

and called them to represent him and display his rule 

to all the nations. So, the Law includes the 

transcendent moral guidance of the Ten 

Commandments along with more specific rules about 

day to day life in the ancient world. But from the outset 

the people of Israel fail to obey his instructions. 

The rest of the Old Testament is often called “The 

Prophets.” In addition to prophetic books, it includes 

the wisdom literature and historical narrative. 

Together these books chronicle the rise and fall of 

Israel and Judah, their exile to Babylon, and the 

rebuilding of Jerusalem. But the Prophets also 

anticipate something greater—a time when God will 
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intervene to establish a new covenant that will save 

people from their sins and bring the entire world under 

God’s rule.  

The season of this new covenant begins with John 

the Baptist. He proclaims the good news that the 

kingdom is at hand (Matt 3:2). He teaches that the 

Messiah will come and baptize people with the Holy 

Spirit and fire (Luke 3:16). So, he urges people to 

prepare by repenting of their sins and participating in 

water baptism. Jesus and his disciples preach this same 

message. For instance, Acts 2:38 describes Peter’s 

preaching on the Day of Pentecost by saying, “And 

Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every one 

of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 

of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit.” 

When Jesus speaks of people forcing their way into 

the kingdom in Luke 16:16, I think he has in mind 

repentance. In some contexts, the word translated 

“force” even carries a connotation of violence. 

Repentance is a decisive life-changing moment, a 

dramatic shift, a 180-degree turn. It shakes up 

everything in a person’s life. No one will be admitted to 
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God’s kingdom because of their heritage or religious 

upbringing. A radical personal change is required. 

As we repent, God shifts the status of our spiritual 

citizenship. Paul describes it in Colossians 1:13 by 

saying, “He has delivered us from the domain of 

darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his 

beloved Son.” The ultimate fulfillment of God’s 

kingdom promises is still to come, but the season has 

begun. One day Jesus will return to exert his power, but 

by then it will be too late for repentance. We must each 

seize the opportunity that God presents to us now. We 

must be urgent because God’s kingdom is coming.  
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Whenever we encounter a fence, we always want to 

know what lies beyond it. Curiosity may drive us at 

first, but it seldom stops there. As people say, “The 

grass is always greener on the other side.” Rather than 

focusing on all the ways that God has blessed us, our 

fallen human nature begins to compare all that we have 

with everything that belongs to our neighbor: yard, car, 

house, spouse. Some people spend their whole life 

looking over the fence. It can consume us, so God gives 

us the Tenth Commandment. Exodus 20:17 tells us, 

You shall not covet your neighbor's house; 

you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or 



 

— 137 — 

his male servant, or his female servant, or his 

ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your 

neighbor's. 

Every prohibition in God’s law is like a fence. He 

sets those boundaries to protect us and show us all the 

blessings that we have in him. But rather than enjoying 

that relationship, we head straight to the fence. We 

look over and start scheming to reach across or to even 

move the fence a little. 

On several occasions Jesus confronts this tendency 

in the Pharisees. They create all sorts of unnecessary 

rules on some issues while they ignore or twist other 

parts of God’s law to fit their desires. Luke 16:14 

highlights this problem as it tells us that they are lovers 

of money. They are covetous and greedy, so they 

ridicule Jesus for his teaching on money. In verses 17-

18, he responds by arguing that God’s law is unyielding. 

He says, 

17But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass 

away than for one dot of the Law to become 

void. 18Everyone who divorces his wife and 

marries another commits adultery, and he 

who marries a woman divorced from her 

husband commits adultery. 
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A lot of Christians are confused about how the Law 

relates to us today. We have clear statements like verse 

17 that describe the law as unchanging. But there are 

all sorts of Old Testament commands that we do not 

follow, such as the rules about sacrifices, diet, and civil 

matters. How do we reconcile this difference? Most of 

those detailed rules apply to Israel as a nation, but 

those rules are rooted in the universal moral principles 

summarized in the Ten Commandments. Many of the 

rules do not apply outside of that national context, but 

the fundamental commands are unchanged because 

they are based upon the character of God. 

God did not reveal his Law as a pathway to personal 

salvation. On the contrary, the whole purpose of the 

Law is to reveal our sin so that we see our urgent need 

for salvation. In Romans 3:19-20, Paul explains, 

Now we know that whatever the law says it 

speaks to those who are under the law, so 

that every mouth may be stopped, and the 

whole world may be held accountable to God. 

For by works of the law no human being will 

be justified in his sight, since through the law 

comes knowledge of sin. 



 

— 139 — 

So, in verse 17 Jesus emphasizes that God’s perfect 

standard is not going to go away, but why does he 

suddenly shift to the topic of divorce? Human nature 

doesn’t change. Marriages struggled back then just as 

they do now. In fact, some Jewish rabbis at the time 

argued that men could divorce their wives for almost 

any reason. The Seventh Commandment prohibits 

adultery, because marriage is supposed to reflect God’s 

steadfast love and faithfulness. But those rabbis 

pressed that fence as far as they could. Elsewhere Jesus 

speaks of time when divorce is permitted, but here he 

is exposing the sinful impulses that distorted their 

entire approach to marriage. 

Jesus is making the point that we all stand 

condemned before God’s unyielding Law. Even when 

we technically stay within the boundaries, we 

inevitably stray from the heart and purpose of those 

commands. We urgently need a savior to fulfill the law 

on our behalf.  
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We say that time flies when you’re having fun, but 

the converse is also true. It stands still when you’re 

suffering. We only find our bearings as we look to 

eternity. The thought of eternity keeps us sober when 

life’s easy and gives us hope when it’s tough. 

As Jesus begins his story in Luke 16:19-21, he 

introduces us to two people in very different 

circumstances. He says, 

19There was a rich man who was clothed in 

purple and fine linen and who feasted 

sumptuously every day. 20And at his gate was 
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laid a poor man named Lazarus, covered with 

sores, 21who desired to be fed with what fell 

from the rich man's table. Moreover, even 

the dogs came and licked his sores. 

Jesus does not indicate how this man came to be so 

wealthy. Proverbs 22:4 says, “The reward for humility 

and fear of the LORD is riches and honor and life.” So, 

many people might interpret his wealth as an 

indication of God’s blessing upon his life. He lives like 

royalty, but how does he manage his wealth?  

Does he use it to make friends for eternity as Jesus 

says earlier in the chapter? Apparently not. There is no 

suggestion that he actively exploited people, but he 

does not pay any attention to the needs of the poor man 

laid right at his gate. His was a sin of omission, not 

commission. He needed to remember that wealth is 

momentary. As Proverbs 11:4 says, “Riches do not 

profit in the day of wrath, but righteousness delivers 

from death.” 

Though the rich man is the focus of the story, we 

never learn his name. However, Jesus identifies the 

poor man as Lazarus, and this detail seems significant.  

The Hebrew version of his name is Eleazar which 

means God helps. But most people would say that God 
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must have abandoned or even cursed him. He is sick, 

hungry, and so helpless that he cannot even shoo away 

the filthy mongrels that wander the streets. 

What had Lazarus done to deserve such 

circumstances? Did he squander his money like the 

prodigal son? As the story continues, we see that he is 

probably more like Job than the prodigal son. Job was 

poverty stricken and covered with sores, but those 

circumstances were trials orchestrated by Satan. In Job 

1:8, God celebrates Job’s character. It tells us, 

And the LORD said to Satan, “Have you 

considered my servant Job, that there is none 

like him on the earth, a blameless and 

upright man, who fears God and turns away 

from evil?” 

Perhaps he is called Lazarus because he steadfastly 

relied upon God through his trials. Perhaps he drew 

strength and hope from looking forward to eternity. 

Peter expresses this attitude in 1 Peter 1:6-7 by saying, 

In this you rejoice, though now for a little 

while, if necessary, you have been grieved by 

various trials, so that the tested genuineness 

of your faith—more precious than gold that 

perishes though it is tested by fire—may be 
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found to result in praise and glory and honor 

at the revelation of Jesus Christ. 

Time may seem to be standing still when you are 

hurting, but eternity is close at hand. Whatever your 

immediate circumstances are, whether good or bad, 

remember that they are momentary. Let eternity guide 

your response. 
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We live in a society that presents us with countless 

options. Stores offer a seemingly endless variety of 

choices for every product. We expect everyone to cater 

to our desires and honor our requests. But God only 

presents two options for eternity: comfort and joy in 

his presence or anguish and torment apart from him. 

There are no changes, modifications, or upgrades. We 

must be urgent about eternity because God’s judgment 

is final. 

In Luke 16:22-26, Jesus describes what happens 

when the rich man and Lazarus die. 
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22The poor man died and was carried by the 

angels to Abraham's side. The rich man also 

died and was buried, 23and in Hades, being in 

torment, he lifted up his eyes and saw 

Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side. 
24And he called out, 'Father Abraham, have 

mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the 

end of his finger in water and cool my tongue, 

for I am in anguish in this flame.' 25But 

Abraham said, 'Child, remember that you in 

your lifetime received your good things, and 

Lazarus in like manner bad things; but now 

he is comforted here, and you are in anguish. 
26And besides all this, between us and you a 

great chasm has been fixed, in order that 

those who would pass from here to you may 

not be able, and none may cross from there 

to us.' 

People like to think that apart from Adolph Hitler 

and a few serial killers, everyone goes to heaven. So, 

some argue that this is only a parable, a fictional story 

told to make a point. After all, how could someone look 

from hell into heaven? Furthermore, a person’s soul is 

separated from his body at death, so how could 

someone experience thirst? They say that Jesus uses 

the story to scare people into doing what’s right.  
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Some look for other ways to soften the Bible’s 

teaching on eternal punishment. The Roman Catholic 

church teaches that most people go to a place in the 

middle called purgatory to finish their purification 

before they are welcomed into heaven. Others say that 

if you don’t get into heaven, you simply cease to exist. 

But none of these ideas fit with this passage. 

However you handle the details of the story, the 

fundamental point is that immediately after death 

people enter a place of comfort or a place of conscious 

suffering forever. Hebrews 9:27 affirms this immediacy 

by saying, “...it is appointed for man to die once, and 

after that comes judgment.” We also find the same 

immediacy reflected in Jesus’ words to the thief on the 

cross. Luke 23:43 tells us, “And he said to him, ‘Truly, 

I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.’” 

You do not know when you will die. It could happen 

any moment, so you must be prepared. 

But how should we understand the details of this 

story? This passage is the most detailed account in the 

Bible of what happens immediately after death, so I 

find it hard to believe that Jesus would present 

exaggerated or untrue ways of thinking about eternity. 
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Furthermore, the fact that he identifies the poor man 

by name suggests that this may be a real story. Though 

we leave behind our physical body at death, we might 

continue to experience sensations like thirst.  

Some have suggested that the rich man is able to see 

Abraham and Lazarus, because this happened prior to 

the death and resurrection of Jesus. Remember, John 

14:2 tells us that right before his crucifixion Jesus says, 

“In my Father's house are many rooms. If it were not 

so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for 

you?” Perhaps Old Testament believers moved on to an 

even better heavenly existence after Christ’s work on 

the cross. 

A more important question is: How can it be fair to 

suffer eternal punishment for simply neglecting to help 

the poor? Is eternity just a reversal of our 

circumstances here and now? Abraham mentions that 

reversal in verse 25 but does not indicate that it is the 

reason for the man’s suffering. The conclusion of the 

story clarifies this issue. 
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I hate the feeling of being locked out. I know it well, 

because it used to happen to me all the time. Most of 

the time I locked my keys in my car, but it also 

happened once with my house. The worst feeling of all 

is a few occasions when I have gone through the trouble 

of getting someone to help me, only to find that I had 

the key all along.  

None of us deserve to enter heaven, but God has not 

locked us out. He has given us the keys, but a lot of 

people choose to ignore them. Abraham points this out 

to the rich man as their conversation continues in Luke 

16:27-31. Jesus speaks of the rich man and says, 
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27And he said, ‘Then I beg you, father, to send 

him to my father's house—28for I have five 

brothers—so that he may warn them, lest 

they also come into this place of torment.’ 
29But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and 

the Prophets; let them hear them.’ 30And he 

said, ‘No, father Abraham, but if someone 

goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ 
31He said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses 

and the Prophets, neither will they be 

convinced if someone should rise from the 

dead.’” 

The Scriptures are the key. The rich man and his 

five brothers all had access to the Old Testament.  

Anyone who reads God’s inspired word is confronted 

with their sinfulness. We fall short of his perfect 

standard, but he is ready to forgive. He wants to save 

us and transform us, but we must repent. We must 

trust him to guide and direct our lives.  

Even in hell, the rich man still tries to argue that 

something more is needed. He thinks that seeing a 

miracle would make a difference. He wants Abraham 

to send Lazarus back to his brothers. Some have noted 

that he speaks of Lazarus here as if he is a slave. His 

suffering has not humbled him in the least. 
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The irony is that Jesus later raises a different 

Lazarus from the dead. That Lazarus was not a poor 

man. He had a home and two loving sisters, Mary and 

Martha. His miraculous resurrection does lead some 

people to believe in Jesus, but it only serves to harden 

others. John 12:10-11 tells us, “So the chief priests 

made plans to put Lazarus to death as well, because on 

account of him many of the Jews were going away and 

believing in Jesus.” 

They did not kill Lazarus, but they did crucify Jesus. 

He died in our place as the perfect sacrifice for our sins, 

and then he rose from the dead in triumph over death. 

His resurrection is central to our faith, but people still 

scoff at it. Acts 17:30-32 tells us how Paul preached the 

resurrection and how people responded. He says, 

“The times of ignorance God overlooked, but 

now he commands all people everywhere to 

repent, because he has fixed a day on which 

he will judge the world in righteousness by a 

man whom he has appointed; and of this he 

has given assurance to all by raising him 

from the dead.” Now when they heard of the 

resurrection of the dead, some mocked. But 

others said, “We will hear you again about 

this.” 
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God gave the rich man and his brother the key, but 

they willfully ignored it. A miracle would not make any 

difference. They had no interest in God or the teaching 

of his word. If the greatest commandment is to love 

God with all your heart, then the greatest sin is to 

refuse to do so. That’s why eternal punishment is just. 

They spent their lives placing themselves above God. 

We have all done the same, but God has given us his 

revelation so that we will repent, believe, and follow his 

word. 

Do you have a sense of urgency about eternity? In 

this passage Jesus has given us five powerful reasons. 

God’s kingdom is coming. God’s Law is unyielding. Our 

circumstances are momentary. God’s judgment is final. 

And, God’s revelation is sufficient. 

If you have never repented, I urge you to do so 

today. Hear what God has revealed and respond to it. 

Don’t put it off any longer. Repent and believe in 

Christ. 

Perhaps you are a Christian, but you’ve become 

apathetic. We shouldn’t be that way. We need to 
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maintain this sense of urgency. To learn more about 

this attitude, you may want to read Revelation 22. We 

also need to celebrate our salvation in Christ. Give 

thanks to God for his saving grace in the good times 

and the bad. Ultimately, this urgency should compel us 

to speak with people about eternity. Do you have a 

friend that needs to hear the truths from this passage? 

Pray and seek out an opportunity to share with them. 

May God help us keep our eyes fixed on eternity! 

1. How would you rate your level of urgency about 

eternity?  

 

2. Which of these reasons do you personally find most 

compelling? Why? 

 

3. How do you need to change to better reflect this 

eternal urgency? 
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The Great Pyramid of Giza is one of the seven 

wonders of the ancient world. It’s estimated that 5.5 

million tons of limestone, 8,000 tons of granite, and 

500,000 tons of mortar were used in its construction. 

The largest stones weigh as much as 80 tons each and 

may have been transported from 500 miles away. 

Standing over 40 stories tall, it represents the power of 

a once mighty empire and the pharaoh who ruled it. 

But as impressive as it is, it is really nothing more than 

a grandiose tomb for a long-forgotten man. 
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People are still building pyramids today, but they 

are not made of stone. They attempt to reach the 

pinnacle of power in business or politics. Or, they work 

to build a huge popular following through sports or 

entertainment. The world insists that these are the 

people with true influence, and many Christians 

succumb to this way of thinking. We have our own 

celebrities and powerful VIPs in the church, even 

though we see nothing of this mindset in the life and 

ministry of Jesus.  

He gathers a relatively small group of disciples from 

the fringes of society. The closest ones include a few 

fishermen and a tax collector. He rarely interacts with 

the world’s powerful people, focusing on the masses 

instead. Contrary to what some have claimed, he does 

not leave behind an intricate authority structure when 

he ascends into heaven. Jesus never intended the 

church to become a pyramid. Matthew 23:8-10 tells us 

that he said, 

But you are not to be called rabbi, for you 

have one teacher, and you are all brothers. 

And call no man your father on earth, for you 

have one Father, who is in heaven. Neither be 
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called instructors, for you have one 

instructor, the Christ. 

In the gospel, we all stand on level ground at the 

foot of his cross. Consequently, we are each responsible 

to help our brothers and sisters in Christ grow 

spiritually. You cannot push it off on leaders. The 

gospel teaches us to care for one another and to build 

each other up. There can be no passive spectators in his 

church. So, in Luke 17:1-10 Jesus teaches his disciples 

four requirements for them to have a holy influence in 

the lives of others. These lessons are not just for the 

apostles and other church leaders but for all Christians. 

So, as we examine these verses, I encourage you to 

search your own heart to see whether these things are 

true of you. 
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I learned to swim at an early age, so I never really 

feared the water. I spent a lot of time at the ocean on 

family vacations, but I’ve never been in a truly 

dangerous situation. Since some of the disciples grew 

up around the Sea of Galilee, they probably had a 

similar comfort level. But they also experienced storms 

far from land in the deeper parts of the lake. There 

must have been occasions when the thought flashed 

through their minds of what it would be like to fall in 

and sink down, unable to catch a breath.  
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Jesus uses this frightening thought to illustrate the 

fear that is required for holy influence. Luke 17:1-2 tells 

us, 

1And he said to his disciples, “Temptations to 

sin are sure to come, but woe to the one 

through whom they come! 2It would be better 

for him if a millstone were hung around his 

neck and he were cast into the sea than that 

he should cause one of these little ones to sin. 

From ancient times, millstones have been used for 

grinding grain. They were round with a hole in the 

center so that they could rotate on a shaft, but they had 

to be heavy to crush the grain. So, having one around 

your neck in the water would be a serious problem. It 

would be like those old movies where a gangster 

threatens to leave someone swimming with the fishes 

in a pair of concrete shoes. Drowning would be certain. 

But Jesus says that a terrible death like that would 

be preferable to what awaits someone who causes a 

little one to sin. A more literal translation would be “to 

stumble.” He sometimes pictures his followers as little 

children, and the last thing he would want is for 

someone to trip one of his children and cause them to 

fall. He does not explain what the consequences will be, 
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but he echoes the Old Testament prophets in 

pronouncing woe upon them. So, we must maintain a 

healthy sense of fear that we would ever do anything 

that might have a negative influence upon someone. 

What sort of behavior does Jesus have in mind? Is 

he thinking of people who actively entice or pressure 

others to commit sin? Yes, but he is probably also 

thinking of the scribes and Pharisees. As Luke presents 

it, his teaching here takes place on the same day as all 

that is recorded in chapters 15 and 16. Luke 15:2 tells 

us that the Pharisees grumbled about the tax collectors 

and sinners who were drawing near to Jesus and eating 

with him. He refutes their complaints by telling the 

stories about the lost coin, the lost sheep, the prodigal 

son, and the dishonest manager. But Luke 16:14 tells us 

that they ridiculed him. Their opposition to him 

undoubtedly discouraged some people from listening 

to him. 

Aside from their interaction with Jesus, the 

legalism of the Pharisees may have also caused sincere 

believers to stumble. In Matthew 23:4, Jesus describes 

them by saying, “They tie up heavy burdens, hard to 

bear, and lay them on people's shoulders, but they 
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themselves are not willing to move them with their 

finger.” Their endless extra-biblical rules would 

discourage some. How could they ever measure up to 

such expectation? The hypocrisy of the Pharisees 

would leave others disillusioned and cynical. Why 

bother resisting temptation if they don’t? But, worst of 

all, some might even follow their hypocrisy and join 

their religious charade. So, in Matthew 23:15 Jesus 

says, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! 

For you travel across sea and land to make a single 

proselyte, and when he becomes a proselyte, you make 

him twice as much a child of hell as yourselves.” 

Jesus warns his disciples about having an ungodly 

influence, and we must heed that warning today. Are 

we the type of people who are always grumbling and 

critical, or are our lives filled with joy because of our 

salvation in Christ? Do we burden others with extra-

biblical rules and expectations, or do we reflect the 

saving grace of the gospel? Do we sin and make 

excuses, or do we show an attitude of humble 

repentance? A proper fear will help us avoid doing 

anything that would cause others to stumble.  
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The human body is an amazing network. When we 

are healthy, the different systems—bones, muscles, 

nerves, circulation, respiration, digestion, and so on—

all work together in harmony. They enable us to live, 

move, and grow. But our health begins to fail, if these 

connecting systems are disrupted. A blocked artery can 

cause parts of the body to shut down. A spinal injury 

can leave someone paralyzed. 

In 1 Corinthians 12. Paul uses the human body to 

illustrate the way believers are connected to one 

another in the church. He speaks of appreciating one 

another’s spiritual gifts and the different roles we 
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fulfill. But as he gets to chapter 13, he emphasizes the 

vital importance of loving one another. The body of 

Christ cannot function without relationships. Genuine 

love is what makes the church healthy and strong. 

But we are fallen human beings. We fail to love. We 

sometimes say and do things that hurt and offend. 

Relationships become disrupted. We withdraw and 

become resentful. You may think it’s a private matter, 

but when these connections break down the body stops 

working as it should.  Forgiveness is required for us to 

influence each other toward holiness. 

Jesus addresses this requirement in Luke 17:3-4. 

He says, 

3Pay attention to yourselves! If your brother 

sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive 

him, 4and if he sins against you seven times 

in the day, and turns to you seven times, 

saying, 'I repent,' you must forgive him." 

Some people link the first part of verse three with 

the previous verses. They interpret it as a call to pay 

attention to your own personal behavior. But because 

Jesus uses the plural, we could also connect it with 

what follows. Pay attention to yourselves as a group, to 
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all the disciples, or as Paul would say to the body of 

Christ. He charges every believer to bear this 

responsibility. 

Some people think that forgiveness is simply a 

matter of ignoring sin. It is true that we should be quick 

to overlook minor offenses and matters of personal 

preference. Proverbs 19:11 says, “Good sense makes 

one slow to anger, and it is his glory to overlook an 

offense.” But serious sin is too harmful to ignore. For 

healing to take place in the church body, disobedient 

behavior must be rebuked. 

For many of us the word “rebuke” may carry a 

negative connotation. We might envision some self-

righteous person shaming someone to tears with an 

emotional guilt trip. Or, in our day and age it might 

take the form of someone blasting another person with 

a terse email or text. But other passages help us see that 

Jesus does not have such scenarios in mind. He teaches 

us to first remove the log from our own eye (Matt 7:5). 

Then Matthew 18:15, tells us that he says, “If your 

brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, 

between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you 

have gained your brother.” Rebuke should be carried 
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out face to face with gentleness and patience seeking 

the person’s restoration and spiritual growth (see also 

Gal 6:1). 

When someone repents, we then have a 

responsibility to forgive, and to keep forgiving. When 

Jesus mentions seven times, he is not setting a limit. 

We must remember that a person’s spiritual growth is 

not instantaneous. No one’s path toward holiness is 

smooth and consistent. Life is messy with some good 

days and many that are hard. But the gospel compels 

us to show to others the same abundant grace that we 

have received from God. In Ephesians 4:32, Paul says, 

“Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 

another, as God in Christ forgave you.” In his sovereign 

wisdom, God uses our struggle to forgive others to 

deepen our own understanding of his grace. We all 

grow toward holiness as we forgive one another.  
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How much contact is required to get an electrical 

shock? Not much! Electricity can flow through the 

slightest contact. That fact can be a painful lesson when 

you’re on the receiving end of a shock, but it may help 

us grasp the nature of faith in God. 

Many people seem to think of faith like a muscle 

that we can build up to be more spiritually powerful. 

After hearing what Jesus says about fear and 

forgiveness, the apostles seem to conclude that their 

faith is not yet strong enough to live out those 

requirements. So in Luke 16:5-6, they make a request 

of Jesus and he responds. Luke tells us,  



 

— 165 — 

5The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our 

faith!” 6And the Lord said, “If you had faith 

like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to 

this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted 

in the sea,’ and it would obey you. 

How are we to interpret Jesus’ response? Is he 

agreeing that their faith is not yet strong enough? Is he 

saying that having more faith enables a person to 

perform miracles? Is he using the mustard seed and the 

mulberry tree as symbols of something? 

I think Jesus is refuting their idea of faith. He 

mentions the mustard seed because it is tiny. If you 

have any faith at all, then you at least have the amount 

of a mustard seed. The mulberry tree, on the other 

hand, was known for having deep solid roots. They are 

almost impossible to uproot, and they definitely cannot 

be planted in the sea. Only God could do that. So, true 

spiritual power comes from him, not from having more 

faith. 

Jesus’ words show us that Christianity is not some 

mystical religion where you ascend from level to level 

unlocking greater knowledge and power. As soon as 

you believe in Jesus, you come into contact with the full 

transforming power of God. He doesn’t hold anything 



 

— 166 — 

back. Peter describes this reality in 2 Peter 1:3-4 by 

saying, 

His divine power has granted to us all things 

that pertain to life and godliness, through the 

knowledge of him who called us to his own 

glory and excellence, by which he has 

granted to us his precious and very great 

promises, so that through them you may 

become partakers of the divine nature, 

having escaped from the corruption that is in 

the world because of sinful desire. 

We do not need anything extra to grow in holy 

obedience. God has given believers his Word, his Spirit, 

and the fellowship of believers in his church. We must 

trust his power and allow our knowledge of him to 

guide our choices. But that sounds too simple. If we 

have everything we need, why is the Christian life so 

difficult? I don’t feel very strong, particularly when I 

face trials. 

Paul explains this paradox in 2 Corinthians 12. He 

was dealing with something that he calls his thorn in 

the flesh, a messenger of Satan. We’re not sure if it was 

an actual demon, a difficult person, or some 

debilitating illness. He prays for God to remove it, and 



 

— 167 — 

you would think that if anyone had extra powerful faith 

to receive what he requested, it would be Paul. But in 

verses 9 and 10, he writes, 

But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for 

you, for my power is made perfect in 

weakness." Therefore I will boast all the 

more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the 

power of Christ may rest upon me. For the 

sake of Christ, then, I am content with 

weaknesses, insults, hardships, 

persecutions, and calamities. For when I am 

weak, then I am strong. 

God loves for us to depend upon him. His grace and 

power are sufficient to carry us through our darkest 

trials. Trust him to help you stand firm against 

temptation. Trust him to help you extend forgiveness 

when someone sins against you. As you walk by faith 

through those hard times, you will set an example that 

will encourage others to pursue holiness by faith. 
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When my children were young, they loved to ride 

on my shoulders. They didn’t have to walk. They could 

ride along for hours without complaining, and it made 

them feel tall. They could see over crowds and look 

down on other children. 

God carries us along like that in our journey of 

spiritual growth. We only move forward or lead others 

toward holiness by his power and grace. But we can 

forget how dependent we are upon him. We start to 

claim credit for our progress. We begin to think that we 

deserve special recognition. We might even look down 

on others who haven’t come as far. Some who attempt 
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to influence others toward holiness do so from this 

distorted perspective. 

The Pharisees exhibited this attitude, but Jesus 

refutes it in Luke 17:7-10. Humility is required to have 

a holy influence.  We must think of ourselves as 

servants. He says, 

7“Will any one of you who has a servant 

plowing or keeping sheep say to him when he 

has come in from the field, ‘Come at once and 

recline at table’? 8Will he not rather say to 

him, ‘Prepare supper for me, and dress 

properly, and serve me while I eat and drink, 

and afterward you will eat and drink’? 9Does 

he thank the servant because he did what was 

commanded? 10So you also, when you have 

done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We 

are unworthy servants; we have only done 

what was our duty.’” 

We might consider this master to be ungrateful, 

even harsh. But Jesus is describing the typical 

relationship between master and servant in that 

culture. His illustration only seems odd to us, because 

he relates to us on entirely different terms. He is our 

Lord and master, but Mark 10:45 tells us that on 

another occasion he said, “For even the Son of Man 
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came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life 

as a ransom for many.” 

But his servanthood does not make us lords. On the 

contrary, it compels us to follow his example. Verses 

42-44 in this chapter tell us, 

And Jesus called them to him and said to 

them, "You know that those who are 

considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 

them, and their great ones exercise authority 

over them. But it shall not be so among you. 

But whoever would be great among you must 

be your servant, and whoever would be first 

among you must be slave of all. 

The true pyramid of Christianity is upside down. 

The more you grow in holiness, the more you realize 

how unworthy you are. Rather than becoming puffed 

up with your own accomplishments and looking down 

at people, you should increasingly look up to people 

and become more and more teachable as you see God 

at work in their lives. 

We see this downward growth in the life of the 

Apostle Paul. Early in his ministry, he calls himself the 

least of the apostles in 1 Corinthians 15:9. Later during 

his first imprisonment, he refers to himself as the least 
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of all the saints in Ephesians 3:8. By the time he is 

released from prison and writes 1 Timothy 1:15-16, he 

says, 

The saying is trustworthy and deserving of 

full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into 

the world to save sinners, of whom I am the 

foremost. But I received mercy for this 

reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus 

Christ might display his perfect patience as 

an example to those who were to believe in 

him for eternal life. 

God wants to use you to influence others toward 

holiness. But that influence does not come by 

imagining yourself to be some expert or guru in 

spiritual matters. It comes through faithfully serving 

with a growing awareness of his grace and your own 

unworthiness. 
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The gospel-shaped heart is concerned about 

influencing others toward holiness. To exert that kind 

of influence we must have a healthy fear that we would 

ever do the opposite. We must work to maintain strong 

relationships through forgiveness. We need faith, 

trusting that God’s power is at work in us. And, we need 

the humility that flows from God’s saving grace. 

What kind of influence are you having on people? If 

your life is not pointing people toward God, you should 

be concerned. There is no neutral ground. Apathy can 

have a negative influence. The warning in those first 

two verses is for you. Seek God’s forgiveness. Jesus 

gave his life to ransom us all from the punishment we 

deserve. Would you come to him today? Trust in his 

saving grace. 

Is there a relationship that you need to reconcile? 

Has someone sinned against you? Have you spoken 

with the person? Are you harboring bitterness and 

resentment? For both of your sakes, you need to do 

what you can to restore the relationship. Perhaps 

rebuke is needed. Let the grace of God be your guide in 

showing forgiveness. 
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If you are growing in your relationship with the 

Lord, do you need to focus your influence in a more 

intentional way? Think about the people God has 

placed in your life. Pray for their spiritual growth. Look 

for opportunities to encourage them and learn from 

them. We find more helpful guidance on exercising this 

kind of influence in Titus 2. I would encourage you to 

spend some time working through it. 

May God use us all for the glory of his grace! 
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1. Who are some of the people that have had a holy 

influence upon you? How did God work through 

them? 

 

 

 

2. Upon which of these requirements do you most 

need to focus? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to stay focused on influencing 

others toward holiness? 
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It would be nice if everything in life could be as 

simple as turning on a light. Just flip the switch and 

everything changes. You could improve your physical 

and emotional health, your finances, and even your 

relationships. You would think that such power would 

ensure our happiness, but I suspect that we are too 

fickle for that. We might be thankful for a moment, but 

before long we would want something different. We 

would end up wearing the switch out. 
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Of course, God is able to change our circumstances 

in an instant, but he rarely does so. Luke 17:11-19 tells 

the story of one of those rare occasions, and it confirms 

my suspicion about our fickleness. Jesus heals ten 

people from leprosy, but only one responds with true 

thankfulness. Gratitude does not spontaneously burst 

forth when we get what we want. So, many people talk 

about learning to be optimistic and look on the bright 

side, but there is more involved than simply flipping a 

mental switch. We must go on a journey to arrive at 

true thankfulness, and this story about the ten lepers 

reveals four steps along the way.  

As we study this passage, I encourage you to 

consider where you are at in this process. True 

thankfulness requires a dramatic change of your entire 

worldview. That change can happen very quickly, but I 

think a lot of people get stuck somewhere in the middle. 

So, I pray that God will use our study to lead our hearts 

to that destination. 
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Oak trees are impressive. But if you need to get rid 

of one, you’re in for a challenge. The wood is hard and 

difficult to cut. Even if you cut it down, you still have to 

deal with the roots, and they can run as deep as the tree 

is tall. If you fail to deal with the roots, you will find that 

the tree will spring back to life.  

We need to realize that most of the problems we 

face in life—physical, emotional, or relational—are like 

oak trees. The world offers us quick solutions, but these 

shortcuts are superficial. They never deal with the 

roots. In fact, they might even deny that the roots exist. 

They might offer some immediate relief, but they will 
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never lead us to a place of true and lasting 

thankfulness.  

The ten lepers introduced in Luke 17:11-13 are on 

the right track toward grasping the roots of their 

problem. Luke tells us, 

11On the way to Jerusalem he was passing 

along between Samaria and Galilee. 12And as 

he entered a village, he was met by ten lepers, 

who stood at a distance 13and lifted up their 

voices, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on 

us.” 

The first step in the journey to true thankfulness is 

to seek the mercy of Jesus. Why do these lepers need 

mercy, if they just have a medical problem? Their cry 

seems ridiculous from a modern secular worldview. 

This could simply be their way of asking for relief, but 

their use of the word mercy suggests that they believe 

God is involved. Many in their society would view their 

condition as a punishment for some sin they had 

committed. That explanation may be true in some 

cases, but we need to look deeper. 

From a biblical perspective, the roots of every 

problem reach all the way back to the fall of humanity 

recorded in Genesis 3. When Adam and Eve sinned, the 
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entire created order became corrupt. People began to 

experience shame and guilt. Relationships became 

conflicted. Animals became violent. Pregnancy became 

painful. The ground was cursed. Work became hard. As 

the way to the tree of life was closed, aging, disease, and 

death began to affect human beings. So, we should seek 

mercy because every problem we encounter is a 

consequence of that first sin. 

Did the lepers understand this background? Maybe 

not, but they were at least on the right track in their 

request for mercy. When we accept a purely secular 

explanation for our problems, we cut ourselves off from 

any sense of hope. As soon as a medical cure is found 

for one disease, we seem to discover new strains that 

are even harder to treat. Plus, every physical problem 

is intertwined with dozens of others—societal, 

emotional, relational. So, any expression of 

thankfulness will only be circumstantial and 

temporary. 

The ten lepers experienced this complexity. Their 

leprosy was more than a medical problem. Because the 

disease is contagious, they were forced to live apart 

from society, apart from their families. They could not 
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work and had to rely upon people’s generosity. Imagine 

the heartbreak, frustration, and despair they must have 

endured.  

But when we understand that all our problems are 

rooted in the fall, we gain genuine hope. In his mercy, 

God has promised to bring about a complete change, a 

full and final salvation that restores creation. Paul 

describes it in Romans 8:20-21, by saying, 

For the creation was subjected to futility, not 

willingly, but because of him who subjected 

it, in hope that the creation itself will be set 

free from its bondage to corruption and 

obtain the freedom of the glory of the 

children of God. 

So, back in verse 18 Paul was able to say, “For I consider 

that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 

comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.” 

That’s the perspective we need to be truly thankful. 

No matter how hard our immediate circumstances may 

be, we know that God has promised to change the 

world. There will be an end to these sufferings, so seek 

his mercy!  
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One-way streets can be very inconvenient. Your 

desired destination may be just a few doors down, but 

you end up having to loop around the block to get there. 

If you’re not paying attention, you might accidentally 

drive the wrong way. Or, you might see the signs and 

be tempted to ignore them and go against the flow. 

From a purely selfish perspective, the rules may not 

make any sense. But it’s probably safe to assume that 

someone with a bigger perspective made them for a 

good reason. 

This assumption is certainly true when we consider 

God’s commands. He has the biggest perspective 
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possible. He declares the end from the beginning (Isa 

46:10). He is perfectly good and wise, but his 

commands may still feel inconvenient from a purely 

selfish perspective. They may not fit with our desires 

and plans. In fact, many people, even professing 

Christians, regard them as outdated and irrelevant to 

life today. But to arrive at true thankfulness we must 

obey the instruction of Jesus. 

Luke 17:14 tells us how Jesus responded to the ten 

lepers and their request for mercy. He does not reach 

out and touch them as Luke 5:13 tells us that he did 

earlier with another leper. As far as we know, he does 

not pray for them. He gives them a command that does 

not really make any sense in that moment. Luke tells 

us, “When he saw them he said to them, ‘Go and show 

yourselves to the priests.’ And as they went they were 

cleansed.” 

The instruction Jesus gives them comes from 

chapters 13 and 14 in the book of Leviticus. The priests 

were supposed to function as health inspectors. They 

would examine people with serious skin conditions to 

determine whether they were leprous. If so, the person 

would be pronounced unclean and would have to be 
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quarantined. If the diseased skin seemed to heal, then 

the person would return to the priest for an evaluation. 

The disease we call leprosy today is also known as 

Hansen’s disease, but the term used in biblical times 

probably includes other contagious skin diseases. 

When Jesus commands these ten lepers to go, they 

had not yet seen any change in their condition, so his 

command seems pointless. He does not make a deal 

with them: obey me and you will get what you want. He 

wants them to step out in faith and trust him. In fact, 

all true obedience flows from faith in God. We 

sometimes split obedience and faith apart to make the 

point that we do not earn salvation by doing good 

works. This distinction is helpful, but in practice true 

obedience begins with a choice to trust God’s goodness 

and wisdom. Paul makes this connection as he 

describes his calling in Romans 1:5. He speaks of 

Christ, “through whom we have received grace and 

apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the 

sake of his name among all the nations.” 

So, how does obedience relate to being thankful? 

True thankfulness is grounded in a proper relationship 

with God. Verse 13 tells us that they refer to Jesus as 
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Master, and their response to his instruction shows 

that they mean it. So, Jesus graciously blesses them 

with miraculous healing as they obey. 

This connection between obedience and blessing is 

clearly expressed in the Old Testament. We find it in 

Deuteronomy 30:16 where Moses says to the people of 

Israel, 

If you obey the commandments of the LORD 

your God that I command you today, by 

loving the LORD your God, by walking in his 

ways, and by keeping his commandments 

and his statutes and his rules, then you shall 

live and multiply, and the LORD your God 

will bless you in the land that you are 

entering to take possession of it.  

Of course, the problem is that our obedience is 

never good enough to merit God’s blessing. We see that 

in the history of Israel, and we see it in these ten lepers. 

We need someone to cleanse us from sin and perfectly 

obey God on our behalf, which is exactly what Jesus 

does. Nevertheless, the journey to true thankfulness 

follows the path of obedience. Obedience does not 

make all of our problems vanish, but it is the right way 

to relate to our Lord and Master.  
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My grandparents lived through the Great 

Depression in rural Arkansas. Like a lot of people who 

have suffered through times of severe hardship, that 

experience trained them to live frugally for the rest of 

their lives. You could see it in their house, their clothes, 

their food, even down to the size of their cups and 

plates! Everything about their lives showed restraint, 

even their reactions to things. No matter how much 

good was poured upon them, they had a hard time 

taking it all in.   

The lepers in our story probably developed similar 

habits. We do not know how long they had lived with 
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their disease. They may have been cut off from society 

for years, unable to work, dependent upon people’s 

generosity. Life was hard and their future was grim. So, 

when they experience the miraculous healing power of 

Jesus, most of them show no response. They just keep 

plodding along in their emotional numbness to find a 

priest. 

But one leper responds differently. Luke 17:15-16 

tells us, 

15Then one of them, when he saw that he was 

healed, turned back, praising God with a loud 

voice; 16and he fell on his face at Jesus' feet, 

giving him thanks. Now he was a Samaritan. 

This man does not show any restraint. He does not 

just praise God; he does it with a loud voice. He does 

not just thank Jesus; he falls face down at his feet. He 

has experienced an abundant blessing, so he does not 

hold anything back in his celebration.  

I wonder what the other lepers thought of him at 

that moment. Perhaps they looked down on his display 

of emotion. King David experienced this response from 

his own wife. 2 Samuel 6:16 tells us,  
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As the ark of the LORD came into the city of 

David, Michal the daughter of Saul looked 

out of the window and saw King David 

leaping and dancing before the LORD, and 

she despised him in her heart. 

She considered his behavior shameful, beneath his 

dignity as king. David was certainly not perfect, but he 

is still recognized as a man after God’s heart (Acts 

13:22). In fact, soon after this event, God establishes 

his covenant with David, promising that one of David’s 

descendants would reign as king forever. 

We should all celebrate God’s goodness as David 

and the leper do. Every good thing that we enjoy is a 

gift from God, and from a spiritual standpoint, we 

share a lot in common with the leper. We are all 

infected with sin. It mars our soul and makes us 

hideous in God’s eyes. It damages our relationships 

and leaves us alienated from God and people. But Jesus 

died in our place on the cross to cleanse us and 

transform us. 

We cannot remain emotionally numb to the 

goodness of Jesus. We need to remind ourselves of the 

incredible blessing that is ours in Christ. We need to 
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speak to ourselves as David does in Psalm 103:1-5. He 

says, 

Bless the LORD, O my soul, and all that is 

within me, bless his holy name! Bless the 

LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his 

benefits, who forgives all your iniquity, who 

heals all your diseases, who redeems your life 

from the pit, who crowns you with steadfast 

love and mercy, who satisfies you with good 

so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's. 

Do you celebrate the goodness of Christ without 

restraint? Or, do you worry about what others might 

think? If we’re going to experience true thankfulness, 

we must learn to celebrate. But there’s one more step 

that we find in the leper’s story. How do we maintain 

true thankfulness regardless of our circumstances? 
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Every ship needs an anchor. In stormy seas, it’s 

what keeps it from running aground. But the anchor 

will not do any good, if it’s still in the boat. It needs to 

be securely fastened and dropped overboard. Only then 

will it keep the ship safe. 

When we encounter the storms of life, we need a 

spiritual anchor. We need the assurance that Christ will 

keep us secure. He offers us that assurance, but we 

must accept it. We must use it and hold tight to it. Only 

then will we find it possible to be truly thankful 

regardless of the circumstances.  
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The author of Hebrews uses this image of an anchor 

in Hebrews 6:17-20. He says, 

So when God desired to show more 

convincingly to the heirs of the promise the 

unchangeable character of his purpose, he 

guaranteed it with an oath, so that by two 

unchangeable things, in which it is 

impossible for God to lie, we who have fled 

for refuge might have strong encouragement 

to hold fast to the hope set before us. We have 

this as a sure and steadfast anchor of the 

soul, a hope that enters into the inner place 

behind the curtain, where Jesus has gone as 

a forerunner on our behalf, having become a 

high priest forever after the order of 

Melchizedek. 

Jesus is the perfect high priest. He is the eternal Son 

of God, but he took on humanity. He has experienced 

the suffering and temptation of life in this world, but 

he never sinned. He offered his life as the once-for-all 

perfect sacrifice for our sins, but he rose from the dead. 

Now he sits beside the throne of God interceding for us, 

and one day he will return to rule in power. Until then 

we draw near to God through him, waiting for the time 

when we will join him. 
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Jesus offers this assurance to all who believe, and I 

think he offers this same assurance to the leper in our 

story. Luke 17:17-19 tells us how he responds to the 

man’s praise and thanksgiving. It says, 

17Then Jesus answered, “Were not ten 

cleansed? Where are the nine? 18Was no one 

found to return and give praise to God except 

this foreigner?” 19And he said to him, “Rise 

and go your way; your faith has made you 

well.” 

A more literal translation of the last part of verse 19 

is, “your faith has saved you.” So, the question is 

whether Jesus is talking about him being saved from 

leprosy or about him being saved for eternity. The 

other lepers trusted the instruction Jesus gave and 

were saved from their leprosy. Is Jesus simply 

explaining to this man what happened to the whole 

group? I find it hard to interpret his words that way, 

since he speaks of the man as standing apart from the 

others. The man’s worshipful response suggests that he 

is healed both physically and spiritually. So, I think 

Jesus offers this man the assurance of eternal life, even 

though he is a Samaritan, a foreigner. 
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How then does certainty about your eternal destiny 

lead us to true thankfulness? Paul helps us make this 

connection in Romans 8. In verses 29-30, he talks 

about God fulfilling his purpose for our lives past, 

present, and future—predestination, justification, and 

glorification. But Paul begins in verse 28 with the 

application of those mind-blowing ideas. He says, “And 

we know that for those who love God all things work 

together for good, for those who are called according to 

his purpose.” When you have the assurance of eternal 

life, you can trust that God is working all things 

together for good, even those things that are terribly 

hard. 

Will you accept this promise? Will you hold on to 

this truth? Will you let Jesus be your anchor? Will you 

base your thankfulness on this assurance? 
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The leper in our story demonstrates the journey to 

true thankfulness. He seeks Christ’s mercy, he obeys 

his instruction, and he celebrates his goodness. He 

probably also accepts Christ’s assurance. Where do you 

stand along this route? 

Have you ever acknowledged your need for mercy? 

Do you understand that we live in a fallen world? We 

are all born in sin, separated from God. But through 

Christ he has provided a way for us to be saved. But like 

the leper in our story, you must believe. Don’t delay. 

Cry out to God. Seek his mercy. If you want to 

understand more about this secure salvation, I would 

encourage you to read more in Romans 8. 

Perhaps you are saved, but you have drifted away 

from being thankful. Do you need to focus on one of 

these steps? Are you walking in obedience? Are you 

celebrating his goodness? Are you anchored in the 

assurance he gives? These are fundamental aspects of 

walking with God. Don’t neglect any of these. 

Perhaps you know someone who needs to hear 

these truths about Jesus and his salvation. Would you 
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pray and seek an opportunity to bring him up in 

conversation? 

May God fill our hearts with the praise and thanks 

that he deserves! 

1. How are some of the difficult circumstances in your 

life rooted in the fall? 

 

 

 

2. What biblical commands do you find hard to obey? 

Why?  

 

 

 

3. How could you grow in your expression of 

thankfulness to God? 
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As a child of the 70s and 80s, I find it hard to 

imagine life without plastic. Everything was plastic: 

toys, containers, eating utensils, furniture, clothing, 

cars. Some of the hair styles used so much hair spray 

that they even looked plastic. It was the era of 

artificiality, and we liked it. 

But plastic has fallen on hard times. It’s blamed for 

polluting the world’s oceans. Many fear that its 

chemicals contaminate our bodies. Above all else, it 
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just seems flimsy, and we crave something solid and 

real.  

That craving for authenticity can help us recognize 

the plastic ways some people portray Jesus and his 

teachings. It can help us avoid artificial versions of 

Christianity that depart from the Bible’s teaching. Our 

study of Luke 14-19 is showing us the substance of a 

genuine life of faith. Our hearts must be shaped by the 

Gospel that Jesus preached. The passages we have 

examined thus far have taught us to pursue risky 

generosity, aggressive hospitality, radical devotion, 

intentional relationships, reckless love, a mastery of 

money, urgency about eternity, holy influence, and 

true thankfulness. As we continue today, we will see 

that the gospel also compels us to exercise spiritual 

discernment. 

In Luke 17:20-37, Jesus refutes five deceptions that 

can distort our view of life and eternity. He is 

responding to a question about the kingdom of God 

and the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy, but he 

is not indulging people’s curiosity about the end times.  

He uses this subject to show how easily we can lose 
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sight of God’s plans. He is equipping us to exercise 

spiritual discernment. 
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Hot air balloons seem majestic as they float through 

the sky. Their bright colors and massive shapes are 

stunning. They project a sense of peace and control, but 

nothing could be farther from the truth. They can only 

float where the winds blow them. Their thin nylon skin 

is puffed up and kept aloft with a bunch of hot air.  

Externalism makes people like those balloons. They 

may seem superior. They may project a sense of deep 

spirituality, but they lack substance. They focus on 

looking good on the outside, while they ignore the 

heart. They become thin-skinned, puffed up with their 

own hot air. 
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The Pharisees succumbed to this deception. Jesus 

often confronts them about their obsessive focus on 

rules and rituals. They were legalistic and judgmental, 

and this external focus even distorts their view of the 

kingdom of God. They think of it in political terms.  

They want freedom from the Roman Empire and power 

over other nations. They expect the kingdom to come 

with great fanfare, and they assume that their Jewish 

heritage guarantees them a place in it. 

In Luke 17:20-21, Jesus refutes their way of 

thinking. Luke tells us, 

20Being asked by the Pharisees when the 

kingdom of God would come, he answered 

them, “The kingdom of God is not coming in 

ways that can be observed, 21nor will they say, 

‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There!’ for behold, the 

kingdom of God is in the midst of you.” 

There is some uncertainty as to how we should 

understand that last phrase in verse 21. Is Jesus saying 

that the kingdom is inside you or among you? The word 

he uses here is only found one other time in the New 

Testament. Matthew 23:26 tells us that he says, “You 

blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and the 

plate, that the outside also may be clean.” He  confronts 
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their externalism! He implies that they are dirty on the 

inside. So, back in Luke 17 is he saying that the 

kingdom of God is inside these same hypocritical 

Pharisees? It seems unlikely, so many conclude that he 

must be saying that the kingdom is already among 

them, since he, the promised king, is present. 

However we interpret that phrase, his point is that 

God’s kingdom is not merely about some external 

change. It is fundamentally about how individual 

people respond to the Lord of lords and King of kings. 

The Pharisees should have understood this idea, 

because it was clearly stated in connection with the 

kingdom promises of the Old Testament. In 

Deuteronomy 10:16-17, for instance, Moses speaks of 

how God chose the people of Israel, but then he says, 

Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your 

heart, and be no longer stubborn. For the 

LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of 

lords, the great, the mighty, and the awesome 

God, who is not partial and takes no bribe. 

Biblical teaching about the kingdom should change 

our hearts. But I have encountered a lot of people who 

are interested in prophecy. They attend church and 

they are passionate about politics and moral issues, but 
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it’s all hot air. They are cantankerous gossips who show 

no real evidence of a humble heart that bows before the 

Lord. We all need to exercise spiritual discernment to 

resist the pull of externalism. Serve the king with your 

whole heart!  
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Some people are not content to be part of the crowd. 

They want to stand out. They want to be special, and 

one of the ways to do that in a religious group is to 

claim that you alone have access to some secret 

knowledge. They supposedly uncover some insight 

hidden in the Bible that no one else has ever seen. Or 

even better, they receive a personal revelation from 

God through a dramatic encounter. This special 

knowledge almost always relates to prophecy about the 

kingdom of God and the end times. 

Countless religious groups have formed around 

people making such mystical claims. Many of these 
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groups remain obscure, but others have become very 

influential. Some maintain the essential truths of 

Christianity, but many deny them. They range from 

movements like Seventh Day Adventism to Jehovah’s 

Witnesses, Mormonism, and even Islam. The common 

thread with each of these movements is that they are 

driven by the mystical claims of their respective 

founders. 

Jesus warns his followers about this type of 

deception in Luke 17:22-25. Luke tells us, 

22And he said to the disciples, “The days are 

coming when you will desire to see one of the 

days of the Son of Man, and you will not see 

it. 23And they will say to you, ‘Look, there!’ or 

‘Look, here!’ Do not go out or follow them. 
24For as the lightning flashes and lights up 

the sky from one side to the other, so will the 

Son of Man be in his day. 25But first he must 

suffer many things and be rejected by this 

generation. 

When times get hard, people become desperate. 

They want relief from their suffering. Those who 

believe long for the Son of Man to come. But this 

desperation can make them easy targets for those who 

claim some mystical insight about his return. But Jesus 
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exposes the error of such claims in verse 24. His 

coming will not be in secret. Everyone on earth will be 

aware of it. It will be like lightning filling the sky, but it 

will reach around the entire globe. 

All God’s revelation has this universal quality about 

it. He wants everyone to hear and understand, not just 

a select few. So, Matthew 10:27 tells us that Jesus told 

his followers, “What I tell you in the dark, say in the 

light, and what you hear whispered, proclaim on the 

housetops.” There are still mysteries about God and his 

plans, but the truths he wants us to know are openly 

shared. So, in Deuteronomy 29:29, Moses explains, 

“The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the 

things that are revealed belong to us and to our 

children forever, that we may do all the words of this 

law.” 

We also see this mysticism in the way some claim 

special knowledge about the timing of Christ’s return. 

They try to link up political events, natural disasters, or 

astronomical occurrences with biblical prophecy. Yet 

Matthew 24:36 tells us that Jesus explicitly says, “But 

concerning that day and hour no one knows, not even 

the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only.” 
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The only prerequisite Jesus mentions here in Luke 

17:25 is his suffering and rejection. In fact, his rejection 

sets the tone for the treatment his followers should 

expect from the world. 

Don’t be deceived by mystical claims. Be wary of 

those who boast of some special knowledge that no one 

else has. Over time it becomes clear that most of them 

fabricate their stories to gain fame and fortune. God 

has given us his Word and his Spirit so that we can 

understand his truth and live it out, even through hard 

times.  
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Some people eat to live, but others live to eat. We 

need the nutrition that food provides to fuel our bodies, 

but food means more than that. We can be thankful 

that God gives us food that is enjoyable to eat. In fact, 

we always have more people at a church event when 

there is food! But when someone ignores God, food can 

become something more. Your whole existence can 

become focused on finding delight in food, 

relationships, or various forms of entertainment. 

We could call this godless mindset hedonism, and 

Jesus refutes it in Luke 17:26-30 by saying, 
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26Just as it was in the days of Noah, so will it 

be in the days of the Son of Man. 27They were 

eating and drinking and marrying and being 

given in marriage, until the day when Noah 

entered the ark, and the flood came and 

destroyed them all. 28Likewise, just as it was 

in the days of Lot—they were eating and 

drinking, buying and selling, planting and 

building, 29but on the day when Lot went out 

from Sodom, fire and sulfur rained from 

heaven and destroyed them all—30so will it be 

on the day when the Son of Man is revealed. 

Jesus points us back to the reality of God’s 

judgment. He has poured out his wrath on people twice 

in history. The first time was at the worldwide flood 

described in Genesis 6-8. God revealed his plan to 

Noah and instructed him to build an ark. People saw 

his work. In 2 Peter 2:5, Peter also calls Noah a herald 

of righteousness. So, Noah openly declared what was 

coming, but people chose to ignore it. They were too 

busy enjoying food, drink, and wedding festivities to 

heed his message. 

The second outpouring of wrath was on a more 

limited scale. God chose to destroy the cities of Sodom 

and Gomorrah, but first he sends two angels in human 
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form to rescue Lot and his family. Genesis 19 tells us 

that the men of the city surround Lot’s house because 

they want to have relations with these visitors. Lot begs 

the men to abandon their wicked plan, but they accuse 

him of making himself their judge. Both of Lot’s 

daughters are engaged, so he warns their husbands-to-

be about what is coming, and they think that he is 

joking. Jesus says the people of Sodom were caught up 

in eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and 

building when fire and sulfur rained down from 

heaven. 

Jesus envisions the same scenario taking place at 

his return. Great cataclysmic events will accompany 

the coming of the kingdom. All people will be called 

before the King to account for their behavior. This 

warning has been and will continue to be openly 

proclaimed, but people are too caught up in their own 

desires to pay any attention to it. Hedonism deadens 

people to spiritual realities. 

 Solomon exposes the folly of hedonism in the Old 

Testament book of Ecclesiastes. As the King of Israel, 

he takes full advantage of his wealth to experience 

every earthly pleasure, but he realizes that apart from 
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God it is all vain and worthless. In Ecclesiastes 12:13-

14, he concludes by saying, 

The end of the matter; all has been heard. 

Fear God and keep his commandments, for 

this is the whole duty of man. For God will 

bring every deed into judgment, with every 

secret thing, whether good or evil. 

There is more to our existence than satisfying our 

desires. One day we will each stand before God. So we 

must ask ourselves how much influence hedonism has 

over our lives. Do you truly live for God, or do you treat 

him like a garnish alongside all your other pursuits? 

I’m not suggesting that we should live some ascetic 

lifestyle. We should enjoy life, but God must be at the 

center of that delight. Don’t succumb to the powerful 

pull of hedonism. 
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If your home were about to be destroyed, what 

would you rescue? If you had a treasure chest, what 

would you keep inside? We can develop strong 

attachments to certain possessions. We can be so 

invested in things like clothes, cars, gadgets, jewelry, or 

houses that we consider them part of our identity. Our 

life becomes absorbed in the pursuit of better stuff and 

more of it. 

Materialism is a powerful deception, and Jesus 

warns us about it in Luke 17:31-33. He says, 

31On that day, let the one who is on the 

housetop, with his goods in the house, not 
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come down to take them away, and likewise 

let the one who is in the field not turn back. 
32Remember Lot's wife. 33Whoever seeks to 

preserve his life will lose it, but whoever loses 

his life will keep it. 

Why does Jesus want people to remember Lot’s 

wife? Genesis 19 tells us that when the angels rescue 

Lot’s family from Sodom, they tell them to escape and 

not look back. But as the city is being destroyed, she 

looks back and immediately becomes a pillar of salt. 

The narrative does not explain why she looked or why 

it had this effect on her, but we gain more insight here 

from Jesus. In verse 31, he says that when the day of 

the Lord comes, people should not go back to grab their 

possessions. So, he reminds us of Lot’s wife as an 

example of this foolish mindset. God turned her into a 

pillar of salt as a punishment for her materialism. She 

joined the residents of Sodom in their destruction 

because her heart was still there with her possessions. 

At first glance, Jesus seems to move on to a 

different point in verse 33. But he uses an unusual term 

that the ESV translates as “preserve.” Other 

translations say save, keep, cling, make secure, or gain. 

In some contexts, this word even carries the idea of 
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purchasing something. Paul uses it that way in Acts 

20:28 to describe how Jesus purchased the church with 

his blood. But here in Luke 17, Jesus is speaking of 

someone who’s life and soul is wrapped up in their 

purchases. They seek security in their wealth. Jesus 

addressed this inclination back in Luke 9:24-25, by 

saying,  

For whoever would save his life will lose it, 

but whoever loses his life for my sake will 

save it. For what does it profit a man if he 

gains the whole world and loses or forfeits 

himself? 

Materialism is utterly pointless from an eternal 

perspective. You cannot carry your earthly possessions 

over into God’s kingdom. So, rather than clinging to 

wealth, we should use it to serve God’s purposes. Jesus 

teaches this lesson in Matthew 6:19-21 by saying, 

Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on 

earth, where moth and rust destroy and 

where thieves break in and steal, but lay up 

for yourselves treasures in heaven, where 

neither moth nor rust destroys and where 

thieves do not break in and steal. For where 

your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 
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Luke highlights Jesus’ teaching on money 

repeatedly in this section of his gospel. In chapter 14, 

he tells us that Jesus challenged the Pharisees to 

exercise risky generosity, inviting the poor, the 

crippled, the blind and the lame to their feasts. In 

chapter 15, he records Jesus’ story of a father recklessly 

giving his son his inheritance early, and then 

welcoming him back after he had squandered it. Then 

in chapter 16, he relates that Jesus tells a story about a 

dishonest manager to show that we should use money 

to make friends for eternity. Clearly, Jesus wants us to 

see through the deception of materialism.  

Where is your heart? What do you treasure? Don’t 

be like Lot’s wife. 
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Many people in our world today would like to erase 

the lines that divide us. Their mission is the pursuit of 

equality. They define love as unconditional acceptance. 

In their minds, the greatest sin is to consider someone 

else sinful. There are even churches that espouse these 

convictions and point to Jesus as their example. They 

believe that aside from a few extremely evil people, 

everyone will spend eternity in the presence of God. 

This view is known as universalism, and Jesus 

directly refutes it in Luke 17:34-37. He says, 

34I tell you, in that night there will be two in 

one bed. One will be taken and the other left. 
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35There will be two women grinding together. 

One will be taken and the other left. 36[Two 

men will be in the field; one will be taken and 

the other left.]” 37And they said to him, 

“Where, Lord?” He said to them, “Where the 

corpse is, there the vultures will gather.” 

His main point is clear. These pairs of people seem 

very similar. The two in the same bed may be a 

husband and wife. The women grinding their grain, 

and the men at work in the fields are friends engaged 

in the same kind of work. There is no obvious 

difference on the outside, but when the Son of Man 

comes, they are treated differently. A line is drawn. A 

distinction is made.  

So, what happens to these people? Jesus says that 

some are taken and others are left. One fate is good and 

the other is bad, but interpreters differ over which is 

which. Some say that the word “taken” refers to people 

being taken in judgment, so that those who are left 

enter Christ’s kingdom. In English we commonly speak 

of someone taking the life of another. As it reads here 

in the ESV, verse 37 seems to support this 

interpretation speaking of corpses and vultures. 

However, I could not find any examples where this 
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Greek term is used that way. So, I suspect this 

interpretation may be driven by people’s ideas about 

the order of end-times events. 

In most contexts, the word translated “taken” has a 

positive connotation. Joseph was commanded to take 

Mary as his wife (Matt 1:20, 24). Jesus often takes his 

disciples aside to speak to them in private (e.g., Lu 

9:10, 28). Perhaps the best parallel to the way Jesus 

uses this word in Luke 17 is John 14:3 where he says, 

“And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come 

again and will take you to myself, that where I am you 

may be also.” 

So, the disciples ask where this event is going to 

happen. They do not want to miss out. Perhaps they 

assume that it will take place in Jerusalem. We find a 

more literal translation of Jesus’ response in the New 

King James Version which says, “Wherever the body is, 

there the eagles will be gathered together.” He may 

have had in mind the imagery of Exodus 19:4, where 

God says, “You yourselves have seen what I did to the 

Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings and 

brought you to myself.”  
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So, what is this gathering of eagles in Luke 17:37? 

Jesus makes the same statement in Matthew 24:28, but 

he follows up in verse 31 with more details. He speaks 

of himself in the third person as the Son of Man, and 

says, “And he will send out his angels with a loud 

trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the 

four winds, from one end of heaven to the other.” 

Again, the main point is that some people will be 

taken into Christ’s kingdom, but others will be left out 

to face judgment. Do not be deceived by universalism. 
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The gospel of Christ’s kingdom teaches us spiritual 

discernment. It shows us that God is concerned about 

the heart, not just the externals. He has revealed his 

truth to us, so that we need not wait for some mystical 

experience. Rather than hedonistically pursuing 

pleasure, we must live for him. Instead of 

materialistically treasuring the possessions of this 

world, we must use our wealth for his purposes. These 

issues matter because contrary to the thinking of 

universalism, many will be left out of Christ’s kingdom. 

How can you have a place in Christ’s kingdom? 

Receive Jesus as your King now. Bow before him in 

repentance. Believe that he suffered and died for your 

sins, that he rose from the dead, and that he will return. 

Serve him with gratitude and joy in humble obedience. 

If you want to learn more about being ready for his 

return, I would encourage you to read Matthew 25. 

Perhaps you are a believer, but you have fallen 

under the influence of one or more of these deceptions. 

If so, would you focus on changing your thinking. Root 

out that deception from your life. Pray and study the 
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Scripture. If you have questions, seek answers. I would 

be glad to help you.  

This passage highlights people’s urgent need to 

hear the gospel. Do you know someone who needs to 

think about eternity in the kingdom? It’s not easy, but 

would you try to help that person see through these 

deceptions? God may work through you to open their 

eyes to his truth. 

May God help us to cling to his truth and declare it 

boldly! 
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1. Which of these deceptions has the most influence in 

your life? Why? 

 

 

2. How does this deception distort your spiritual life 

and hope? 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to root out this deception 

from your life? 
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At some point in the depths of summer, school-aged 

children inevitably utter those words that make every 

parent cringe—I’m bored. But boredom is not just a 

problem for children. No matter how much work, 

activity, and entertainment we cram into our lives, 

many of us still feel bored. One study released earlier 

this year suggests that the average adult experiences 

131 days of boredom a year. So, people keep searching 

for better entertainment and bigger thrills. 
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I think this mindset shapes the way a lot of people 

approach Christianity. Some look for great drama and 

emotional experiences. Others want to keep busy with 

Bible study groups, activities, events, and service 

projects. But very few seem to be interested in focused 

prayer in private or with other believers. The Bible 

teaches us to pray, and the heroes of faith show 

themselves to be people of prayer, but it all seems too 

boring for us. We give it a try but give up for lack of 

motivation. The problem is not with prayer, but with 

us. 

Luke 18:1-8 helps us see how our mindset about 

prayer needs to change. Jesus tells a parable about a 

persistent widow, and Luke tells us his point was to 

convince his followers to pray always without losing 

heart. But I think we skim over the details of the story, 

because we fail to see how much we have in common 

with this widow. As we reflect on her situation, we will 

see that Jesus uses this story to teach us three 

motivations to persist in prayer. 

May God transform our outlook! 
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My wife and I have had a few opportunities to enjoy 

some vacation time on cruise ships. The rooms are 

small, and there is always a risk of encountering a 

storm at sea. But the views are spectacular, and the 

food can be amazing in both its high quality and its 

sheer quantity. The food must be good, because when 

you have such abundance available, people tend to 

become very picky. It’s the exact opposite of those 

times when you’re hungry and the simplest foods taste 

incredibly good. 

We find this same paradox at work elsewhere in our 

lives. Compared to many in the world, we enjoy great 
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abundance, and as a result, we become very picky. We 

complain about trivial things, and those complaints 

then shape how we pray. If we bother doing it all, we 

ask God for perfect weather for our activities and 

healing from our minor aches and pains. Our 

abundance can blind us to our real needs.  

To persist in prayer, we need to understand the real 

injustice of the world. Jesus gives us a glimpse of it as 

he begins his parable. Luke 18:1-3 tells us, 

1And he told them a parable to the effect that 

they ought always to pray and not lose heart. 
2He said, “In a certain city there was a judge 

who neither feared God nor respected man. 
3And there was a widow in that city who kept 

coming to him and saying, ‘Give me justice 

against my adversary.’ 

This woman experiences at least five forms of 

injustice. First, she lives under a selfish ruler. If he does 

not fear God or respect man, upon what are his 

judgments based? He is guided exclusively by his own 

desires. He does whatever maintains or advances his 

comfort and power. He probably rules in favor of 

whoever can give him the largest bribe. In his sovereign 

power, God is the one who appoints rulers (Rom 13:1-
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7), but these people can abuse their authority. When 

you look at our own government, can you honestly say 

that things are any different today? 

Second, the woman in this parable has suffered 

injustice from the hand of a human adversary. Some 

violent person might have attacked her. A thief might 

have stolen something from her. A merchant might 

have swindled her in some way. A lender might have 

charged her an exorbitant rate of interest. Jesus does 

not tell us what happened, but it could have been any 

of these abuses that still happen every day to people in 

our society. 

Third, the woman experiences the injustice of her 

economic and social circumstances. It was almost 

impossible for a single woman to earn a living in the 

ancient world. As a result, most widows mentioned in 

the Bible are poor, struggling to survive. The story of 

Ruth, for instance, tells us how she went out and 

gleaned the grain that was missed as workers harvested 

the fields to provide for herself and her mother-in-law 

(Ru 2:2). We find another example in the story of 

Elijah. He interacts with a widow who has nothing left 

for herself and her son but a handful of flour and a little 
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bit of oil (1 Ki 17:12). Times have changed, but there are 

still economic and social factors that make it very 

difficult for some people to survive. 

Fourth, the woman has faced the injustice of 

sickness and death. She is a widow. She has lost her 

husband, the love of her life. We might imagine her to 

be elderly and say that such losses are just part of life, 

but Jesus does not tell us her age. She could still be 

young. She might even have children. Her husband 

might have suffered an early death from an accident or 

some terrible sickness. Many people blame God in such 

circumstances, but death was not part of his design for 

us. He created human beings to live forever. Sickness 

and death were a consequence of Adam and Eve’s 

disobedience. So, in one sense these conditions are 

perfectly just, but they are still evil in that they 

contradict God’s original intent for us. It shouldn’t be 

this way! 

All these injustices trace back to a fifth one that 

Jesus does not mention. We all have a spiritual 

adversary. Peter identifies him in 1 Peter 5:8, by saying, 

“Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the 

devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking 
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someone to devour.” Other biblical teaching about 

Satan reveals that he can afflict people with sickness. 

He tempts people to sin against others and works to 

influence leaders and shape culture in ways that crush 

people’s souls and lead them away from God. He is the 

enemy of all that is good and right.  

So, why should we pray? What should we pray 

about? We desperately need true justice. We need for 

Satan to be defeated, for sickness and death to be 

eliminated, for sin to be judged, and for human hearts 

to be transformed. But instead we pray for nice weather 

and good parking spots, a comfier cruise experience 

through life. Let the injustice of the world shape how 

you pray!  
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Sometimes I think it would be nice to be able to look 

into the mind of another person. When you’re having 

trouble communicating, it could clear up 

misunderstandings. On the other hand, such an ability 

would probably reveal too much. We might be shocked 

to find out how selfish we all can be. 

In Luke 18:4-7, Jesus reveals the thought process of 

the unjust judge. He shows us the effect of the widow’s 

persistence. But in contrast, he points us to the true 

concern of God that motivates us to keep praying. Jesus 

speaks of the judge and says, 
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4For a while he refused, but afterward he said 

to himself, ‘Though I neither fear God nor 

respect man, 5yet because this widow keeps 

bothering me, I will give her justice, so that 

she will not beat me down by her continual 

coming.’” 6And the Lord said, “Hear what the 

unrighteous judge says. 7And will not God 

give justice to his elect, who cry to him day 

and night? Will he delay long over them? 

If it were not for the insight that Jesus gives here, 

someone might assume that the unjust judge had 

finally gained a conscience. He judged in favor of a 

helpless widow, but he was still as selfish as ever. He is 

not concerned about her on a personal level. He is not 

concerned about doing what is right. He is annoyed to 

the point of exasperation with her cries for justice. He 

only sides with the woman to get rid of her.  

So, is Jesus suggesting that persistent prayer will 

wear God down in the same way? Should that be our 

motivation to keep praying? No. His point is that God’s 

character is entirely different. He bases his argument 

upon two significant concerns in the mind of God. 

First, unlike the unrighteous judge, God is 

concerned about justice. We learn how important 

justice is to him as he rescues the people of Israel from 
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slavery in Egypt. As he forms them into a nation, he 

gives them a legal code. The Ten Commandments, 

recorded in Exodus 20, are just the tip of the iceberg. 

He commands that even slaves should be able to rest 

on the Sabbath. He prohibits murder, adultery, 

stealing, and bearing false witness. Later in Exodus and 

then again in Deuteronomy, he expands upon these 

principles with an emphasis on showing justice to 

those who are poor, sojourners from a foreign land, 

orphans, and widows (e.g., Ex 22:21-24; 23:6-9). 

Justice is so important to him that he tells the prophet 

Jeremiah,  

but let him who boasts boast in this, that he 

understands and knows me, that I am the 

LORD who practices steadfast love, justice, 

and righteousness in the earth. For in these 

things I delight, declares the LORD (Jer 

9:24). 

We need to recognize that our own sense of justice 

comes from God. There is no universal standard of 

right and wrong apart from him. Isaiah makes this 

point in Isaiah 40:14 by asking, “Whom did he consult, 

and who made him understand? Who taught him the 

path of justice, and taught him knowledge, and showed 
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him the way of understanding?” No one! God is the 

source of all true justice, and Paul argues in Romans 

2:14-15 that he has instilled those standards in every 

human being. He says, 

For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, 

by nature do what the law requires, they are 

a law to themselves, even though they do not 

have the law. They show that the work of the 

law is written on their hearts, while their 

conscience also bears witness, and their 

conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse 

them. 

So, when we pray for justice, we are praying 

according to God’s will. He wants it far more than we 

do. But his desire for justice also creates a problem for 

us. We want justice for the wrongs done to us, but not 

for our own unrighteousness. God knows the selfish 

thoughts and motivations in our minds, just as he does 

with the unjust judge, and we deserve his 

condemnation.  

Thankfully, justice is not God’s only concern. When 

Moses asks to see the Lord, Exodus 34:6-7 tells us, 

The LORD passed before him and 

proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a God 
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merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 

keeping steadfast love for thousands, 

forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, 

but who will by no means clear the guilty, 

visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 

children and the children's children, to the 

third and the fourth generation." 

In his mercy and grace, God chooses to draw some 

people into a relationship with him. Jesus refers to this 

in Luke 18:7 when he speaks of the elect. God provides 

forgiveness for them by sending his Son. Jesus satisfied 

the demands of God’s justice by dying in their place. 

These people come under God’s steadfast love. He 

listens to their prayers, and when they experience 

injustice he is deeply concerned.  

So, we don’t need to wear God down with our 

prayers. He is concerned for justice, and he is 

concerned for his chosen people. It’s his character that 

motivates us to keep praying and to never lose heart.  
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I don’t know anyone who uses physical film reels 

anymore. I remember teachers using them in my 

elementary school classes. They were quickly replaced 

by video cassettes, DVDs, and now digital media files 

that are nothing more than bits of data without any 

physical form. But those old movie reels give us an 

interesting way of looking at the passage of time. Each 

frame only captures a fraction of a second, but if you 

unroll the reel, you can see the beginning and the end 

at the same time.  

 I suspect that God may view the passage of time 

like that. He is eternal with no beginning and no end. 
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As he created the universe, he established time with 

reference points like days and seasons, but he himself 

is not constrained by those limitations. In Psalm 90:4, 

Moses says, “For a thousand years in your sight are but 

as yesterday when it is past, or as a watch in the night.” 

This idea of God’s eternality can help us understand 

his response to our prayers. As we pray about some 

injustice at one point in the film of life, we can be 

confident that he is already orchestrating the ultimate 

answer. The return of Christ and the establishment of 

his kingdom is the solution for every problem, and 

Jesus mentions this event in Luke 18:8. He speaks of 

God and says, “I tell you, he will give justice to them 

speedily. Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, 

will he find faith on earth?” 

The Messiah will bring the justice for which we so 

desperately long. Isaiah 42:1-4 tells us that God 

describes his coming by saying, 

Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my 

chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put 

my Spirit upon him; he will bring forth 

justice to the nations. He will not cry aloud or 

lift up his voice, or make it heard in the 

street; a bruised reed he will not break, and a 
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faintly burning wick he will not quench; he 

will faithfully bring forth justice. He will not 

grow faint or be discouraged till he has 

established justice in the earth; and the 

coastlands wait for his law. 

In Luke 18:8, Jesus says that God will give justice 

speedily in response to people’s cries. But here we are 

two thousand years later, and we are still waiting. Was 

he mistaken? No. People pray, God answers, and we 

are still seeing the outworking of his plans. As Peter 

says in 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his 

promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward 

you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all 

should reach repentance.” 

So, why bother praying, if God is working out his 

plan? As Jesus says in Luke 18:8, at some point the Son 

of Man will come. Will he find faith? Will he find people 

watching and waiting? We demonstrate our faith in 

God’s plan by continuing to pray. We keep looking for 

that final answer, longing for Jesus to return. So, in 

Matthew 6:10, Jesus taught his disciples to pray, “Your 

kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in 

heaven.” Seventy years later when the Apostle John 

records his vision in the book of Revelation, he 
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concludes in Revelation 22:20, by saying, “He who 

testifies to these things says, ‘Surely I am coming soon.’ 

Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” 

Christ’s return is the focus of our faith and hope. We 

don’t know when it will occur, but it should motivate us 

to keep praying. We can bring the sorrow of every 

injustice to him, trusting that he will settle everything 

when he returns. 

Don’t lose heart! Let the injustice of the world, the 

concern of God, and the return of Christ motivate you 

to pray persistently. 

The first step in this life of faith is to start trusting 

God. If you’ve never done that, I encourage you to 

begin today. Accept that God is the standard of justice 

and confess your personal sinfulness. Receive the 

forgiveness that Jesus purchased through his death 

and resurrection and start looking forward to his 

return. 

If you’re still wrestling with the existence of so 

much injustice in the world, I would encourage you to 

spend some time reflecting on Psalm 73. The author of 
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that psalm expresses his feelings of frustration and 

envy at the prosperity that many evil people seem to 

enjoy. But he realizes that he needs to look at life from 

the perspective of eternity. 

Perhaps you are a believer, but your prayers have 

become trivial and even selfish. Would you change how 

you pray? Jesus gives us a great model to follow in the 

Lord’s Prayer. Pray for his return. Pray for the 

kingdom. Pray for true and complete justice. As that 

mindset takes hold of you, I would also encourage you 

to share it with someone else. The injustice of life in 

this fallen world can be deeply frustrating, but you 

might be able to encourage someone with the hope of 

God’s justice. 

May God give us hearts that long for Christ’s return! 
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1. What would be some wrong motivations for 

praying? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these motivations have had the most 

influence on you before today? How so? 

 

 

 

3. Which of these motivations do you most need to 

develop? What could you do to better incorporate it 

into your outlook? 
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Everyday thousands, if not millions, of people 

around the world snap selfies with their phones and 

upload them to social media sites online. This 

technology can help us stay in contact with friends and 

family, but a lot of people say that it has a dark side. We 

hear of people running into things or even stumbling 

off cliffs as they try to capture the perfect picture. 

Furthermore, the fantasy world people create with 

their heavily touched up photos can evoke feelings of 
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jealousy and depression in others. People are obsessed 

with their self-image. 

We like to blame technology for these problems, but 

these selfish impulses are not new. We find them all the 

way back in Genesis 4. The brothers Cain and Abel 

bring their offerings to the Lord. Because of Abel’s 

faith, the Lord accepts his sacrifice but not Cain’s (Heb 

11:4). Cain is so jealous, depressed, and angry in his 

selfishness that he murders his brother. We may stop 

short of Cain’s extreme behavior, but we are all 

tempted by selfishness. If we succumb to it, it will 

enslave our souls, damage our relationships, and lead 

us far from God. So, what can we do to escape it? 

In Luke 18:9-17, Jesus points us to three thoughts 

that inspire genuine humility. Two of them come from 

a parable he tells about a Pharisee and a tax collector 

going to the temple to pray. The other comes from a 

statement he makes as parents bring their babies to 

him to be blessed. By presenting these two occasions in 

this order, Luke shows us another important way that 

the gospel should shape our hearts. May God plant his 

word deep in us! 
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When I was 8 years old, my town began to install a 

sewer system. Trenches were dug down every street to 

install the pipes. Massive dirt piles were everywhere, 

and all the kids in the neighborhood loved it. We tried 

to ride our bikes over the mounds, and we used the 

steeper ones for epic games of king of the mountain. 

Only one person can be on top in king of the 

mountain. You climb over people to get there and keep 

pushing them down to stay. It’s a vicious battle, and a 

lot of people spend their whole lives playing the same 

game in business, relationships, and even religion. 

Everyone wants to be the king of his own little dirt pile. 
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In fact, this mindset can be so deeply ingrained in us 

that we cannot imagine approaching life any other way. 

But when we consider the glory of God, we realize that 

he alone deserves to be exalted as king over all.  

In Luke 18:9-12, Jesus shows us a man whose life is 

consumed by the game. Luke tells us, 

9He also told this parable to some who 

trusted in themselves that they were 

righteous, and treated others with contempt: 
10“Two men went up into the temple to pray, 

one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 
11The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed 

thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like 

other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, 

or even like this tax collector. 12I fast twice a 

week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ 

The whole point of the Pharisee movement was to 

be holy, set apart from sin. They particularly resisted 

the influence of Greco-Roman culture. In this man’s 

mind that translates to rising above sinful people. So, 

he stands apart from them to pray, thanking God for 

his success. He is grateful that he is not like them. He 

also mentions that he exceeds God’s commands in his 

practices of fasting and tithing. As Luke notes in verse 

9, the implication of this mindset is that he treats 
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others with contempt. He lifts himself up by putting 

others down. 

His prayer violates the glory of God in two ways. 

First, he ignores the fact that these people of whom he 

speaks are made in the image of God. They were 

created to reflect his glory. Even though their behavior 

falls short of this goal, they should still be treated with 

respect. James addresses this problem as he speaks of 

the duplicity of our tongues in James 3:9-10. He says, 

“With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we 

curse people who are made in the likeness of God. 

From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My 

brothers, these things ought not to be so.” 

The Pharisee also violates the glory of God in a more 

direct way. Here he stands praying publicly at the 

temple. He might have even been saying this prayer 

audibly. He frames it as an expression of thanksgiving, 

but it’s not. He is boasting in his deeds. He is using God 

to exalt and glorify himself. But in Isaiah 42:8, God 

declares, “I am the LORD; that is my name; my glory I 

give to no other, nor my praise to carved idols.” 

This conflict with God is unavoidable when 

someone trusts in his own righteousness. Paul makes 
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this argument in several of his New Testament letters. 

He states it succinctly in Ephesians 2:8-9, where he 

says, “For by grace you have been saved through faith. 

And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not 

a result of works, so that no one may boast.” God wants 

everyone to trust in him, not in themselves. We all fall 

short of his glory. No one can ever fully measure up to 

the righteous standard of his law. So, he offers us 

salvation as a gift received by faith, so that all glory goes 

to him.   

When we acknowledge that God alone deserves 

glory, we stop playing the game. We exalt him as the 

one true king. We humbly reserve all boasting for him. 

Rather than showing off like the Pharisee, we learn to 

pray like David in Psalm 34:2-3. He says, “My soul 

makes its boast in the LORD; let the humble hear and 

be glad. Oh, magnify the LORD with me, and let us 

exalt his name together!” Though David is a king, he 

does not arrogantly stand apart, treating others with 

contempt. He encourages everyone to join him side by 

side in praising God. 

Genuine humility flows from understanding the 

glory of God. As the king of all kings, he is worthy of all 
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glory, honor, and praise. Are you committed to 

glorifying him? Are you trusting in him? Does his glory 

shape how you pray and how you relate to others?  
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In old movies, when the police want to get a 

hardened criminal to confess, they shine a spotlight on 

him. He may try to resist, but the strain begins to show 

as beads of sweat drip down his face. His lies are all 

exposed under that intense glare, until he finally 

admits the truth. Unfortunately, light does not have 

that power in real life. Most of what takes place in the 

spotlight is all show. 

But there is a spiritual light that exposes what’s in a 

person’s soul. The holiness of God shines with an 

irresistible intensity that can humble the hardest heart. 
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In Luke 18:13-14, Jesus tells us how the tax collector 

responds to this thought. He says, 

13But the tax collector, standing far off, would 

not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat 

his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a 

sinner!’ 14I tell you, this man went down to 

his house justified, rather than the other. For 

everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, 

but the one who humbles himself will be 

exalted.” 

This man is the exact opposite of the Pharisee. 

Rather than resisting Greco-Roman culture, he has 

given himself over to it. He works for the Roman 

government collecting taxes from his fellow 

countrymen. Many would consider him a traitor for 

doing so, and to make matters worse, tax collectors had 

the power to arbitrarily increase tax rates to line their 

own pockets. You can see why the Pharisee would be 

tempted to look down on him. 

But something prompts this tax collector to come to 

pray at the temple. He does not come to show off like 

the Pharisee. He is painfully aware of his unworthiness. 

He stands far off unable to lift his eyes. As he reflects 

back over his life, he is so overwhelmed with grief that 
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he beats his chest. He can only confess his sinfulness 

and plead with God for mercy. 

Many people today would say that this man suffers 

from low self-esteem, and that he needs a more positive 

self-image. Doctors might prescribe him some 

medication to insulate him from the pangs of 

conscience. Others would tell him to loosen up, have a 

drink, and forget about it. People never stop trying to 

drown out that sense of conviction, but it never works. 

Jesus, however, presents the man’s humble 

brokenness as a positive example for us. We should all 

experience similar feelings of grief as we consider the 

holiness of God. None of us are good enough to draw 

near to him. We should be like the Prophet Isaiah when 

he sees a vision of the Lord sitting upon his throne with 

angelic beings crying, “Holy, holy, holy.” In Isaiah 6:5, 

he tells us, “And I said: ‘Woe is me! For I am lost; for I 

am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a 

people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, 

the LORD of hosts!’” 

To say that God is holy means that he is set apart. 

He transcends us in every way. He is the perfect 

expression of righteousness and truth, so anything 
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associated with him must be pure. The tax collector is 

struck by this thought as he comes to the temple. The 

temple is considered a holy place, but he is not confined 

to such locations. His holiness shines everywhere. In 1 

John 1:5-6, John says,  

This is the message we have heard from him 

and proclaim to you, that God is light, and in 

him is no darkness at all. If we say we have 

fellowship with him while we walk in 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the 

truth. 

As painful as it is, the tax collector steps out of the 

darkness. In response to his cry for mercy, Jesus says 

that he is justified. In other words, his sins are forgiven. 

He is accepted by God. Because he humbles himself, he 

will be exalted. He will spend eternity in the presence 

of God.  But the Pharisee who exalts himself will not be 

accepted. When he ultimately stands before God in 

judgment, he will be humbled and cast out as his self-

righteous deeds are revealed to be a sham. 

How is it possible for a holy God to justify and exalt 

sinful people like us? John tells us in 1 John 1:7-9. He 

says, 
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But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, 

we have fellowship with one another, and the 

blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all 

sin. If we say we have no sin, we deceive 

ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we 

confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 

forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness. 

Are you willing to walk in the light? Expose yourself 

to the truth of God’s holiness communicated in the 

Bible. Don’t drown out your guilt, humbly confess your 

sins and seek God’s mercy.  
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Robins leave the nest two weeks after they’re 

hatched. Foxes stay with their parents for 6 to 8 

months. Orangutans stick with their mother for 6 to 9 

years. But human children depend upon their parents 

much longer. In some cases, it can be difficult to pin 

down an exact time. We are the pinnacle of God’s 

creation. No other creature is made in his image, yet we 

seem to be helpless far longer. 

Why did God design us this way? Perhaps he 

intended it as a humbling reminder of our need for his 

grace. In Luke 18:15-17, Jesus makes this connection. 

Luke tells us, 
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15Now they were bringing even infants to him 

that he might touch them. And when the 

disciples saw it, they rebuked them. 16But 

Jesus called them to him, saying, "Let the 

children come to me, and do not hinder 

them, for to such belongs the kingdom of 

God. 17Truly, I say to you, whoever does not 

receive the kingdom of God like a child shall 

not enter it." 

It was common in Jewish culture for a parent or a 

spiritual leader to pray for God’s blessing in the life of 

a child. These parents want Jesus to do this, but the 

disciples seem to consider it a waste of his time. They 

rebuke the people. Perhaps they assume that Jesus 

needs to focus on those who are mature enough to 

understand his teaching. Luke tells us that some of 

these children were only infants. 

The account of this event in Mark’s Gospel notes 

that Jesus is indignant at his disciples (Mk 10:14).  

Their actions make him angry, because it shows that 

they still do not fully grasp the gospel of the kingdom. 

Blessing these children communicates a powerful 

lesson about receiving the kingdom. No one will enter 

the kingdom unless they receive it like a child, but what 

does that mean? 
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Some might assume that Jesus is referring to a 

child-like innocence. Many people think that children 

have a natural inclination toward goodness, until they 

are corrupted by negative influences. Perhaps it would 

be easier to receive the kingdom before your life 

becomes complicated by the ugliness of the world. But 

in Psalm 58:3 David observes, “The wicked are 

estranged from the womb; they go astray from birth, 

speaking lies.” He is not just saying this about his 

enemies. As he confesses his own sin in Psalm 51:5, he 

says, “Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in 

sin did my mother conceive me.” So, there is no such 

thing as child-like innocence, because we are all born 

with a sinful nature. 

Many say that Jesus points to children here as an 

example of simple faith. Children are supposedly quick 

to trust, even when they do not understand. But in my 

experience that is not always the case. Some children 

seem anxious and insecure from birth. Furthermore, 

the Bible never encourages us to be immature or 

childish in our approach to faith. It urges us to grow in 

maturity. For instance, Hebrews 5:12-14 says, 
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For though by this time you ought to be 

teachers, you need someone to teach you 

again the basic principles of the oracles of 

God. You need milk, not solid food, for 

everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the 

word of righteousness, since he is a child. But 

solid food is for the mature, for those who 

have their powers of discernment trained by 

constant practice to distinguish good from 

evil. 

As I’ve already suggested, I think Jesus uses 

children as an example of helplessness. Their parents 

have brought these infants to him to be blessed. The 

children did not ask for it, they do not deserve it, and 

they are unable to respond to it. He grants them his 

blessing as a pure expression of God’s grace, and he 

offers us his kingdom on the same terms. We do not 

earn it by our good deeds or our cries of repentance. It 

is purely a gift. 

Being helpless is humbling. We don’t like the fact 

that we must depend entirely upon God’s grace. We 

would rather be in control. The disciples felt this way. 

On another occasion, they are arguing about who will 

be greatest in the kingdom. But Matthew 18:2-4 tell us 

how Jesus responds. It says, 
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And calling to him a child, he put him in the 

midst of them and said, “Truly, I say to you, 

unless you turn and become like children, 

you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

Whoever humbles himself like this child is 

the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” 

Do you believe in the grace of God? Are you willing 

to accept your helplessness? 
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The gospel message is inherently humbling. It 

shows us the glory of God. He alone deserves to be 

exalted. As those made in his image, we should reflect 

his glory rather than trying to advance our own. It 

shows us the holiness of God. None of us are worthy to 

draw near to him, but in Christ he justifies those who 

humbly seek his mercy. It shows us the grace of God. 

Our sin leaves us helpless before him, but he offers us 

eternal life in his kingdom as a gift.  

Have you received the kingdom of God? You can 

have the assurance that you will spend eternity in the 

presence of God. Humble yourself before the Lord and 

receive his saving grace. If you are still trying to 

understand how we relate to him, I would encourage 

you to read James 4. That chapter explains many of the 

same ideas that we’ve seen in our passage from Luke 

today. 

If you’ve received salvation, do you continue to 

reflect this humility? Is it evident in how your relate to 

God? Do you exalt him? Perhaps you need to renew 

your focus on doing that. Is this humility evident in 

how you relate to other people—your family, your 
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coworkers, your neighbors, even strangers you meet in 

public? Do you look down on people or do you show 

them grace? Perhaps you need to change how you think 

of people. 

May our lives reflect the saving truths of the gospel! 
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1. Which of these thoughts has had the most influence 

over your life? How so? 

 

 

 

 

2. Which of these thoughts has had the least 

influence? Why? 

 

 

 

 

3. What could you do this week to stay more focused 

on thinking this way? 
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Early one January morning in 1994 I awoke to a 

violent shaking. I lived in Southern California, and an 

earthquake had just struck the area. There was no 

damage to my home, but radio and TV news began to 

report significant damage less than 20 miles away. A 

major freeway overpass that I drove almost every day 

collapsed. As significant aftershocks hit later that day 

and throughout the following week, people were 

terrified, expecting more damage. Some even slept in 



 

— 260 — 

tents because they were too frightened to go back into 

their home.  

It’s hard to be confident when everything solid 

begins to shake. We struggle to find confidence for a 

job interview or the first day of a new school year. If 

fear and worry plague us in those types of situations, 

how could we persevere through a life-threatening 

natural disaster? In the days following the earthquake, 

I grew to love these words from Psalm 46:1-2.  

God is our refuge and strength, a very 

present help in trouble. Therefore we will not 

fear though the earth gives way, though the 

mountains be moved into the heart of the 

sea. 

We need a confidence based in an all-powerful 

supernatural being. We need faith in God. But for many 

of us, our faith does not translate to confidence. Even 

when we think we’re trusting God, we might be relying 

upon other sources for strength, guidance, and even 

salvation. That was the case with a man who came to 

Jesus one day. His story is recorded for us in Luke 

18:18-30, and as Jesus interacts with him, he reveals 

three sources of confidence that are false and two that 

are true. So, as we consider this story today, I 
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encourage you to examine your faith. Ask yourself, “On 

what is my confidence built?”  
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People have always loved stories of great heroic 

figures, but we don’t want them to be perfect. We 

imagine beings with incredible superpowers, but we 

give them flaws and weaknesses, particularly in all our 

recent superhero films. This mindset also carries over 

into real life. We love to follow experts—business 

leaders, spiritual teachers, scientists, doctors, 

politicians, celebrities, or athletes. We put them on 

high pedestals and hang on every word they say. But we 

reserve the right to disagree with them, criticize them, 

and tear them down. It’s like a game. Through it all, we 
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place our confidence in human wisdom, whether theirs 

or ours. 

Luke 18:18 introduces us to a man playing the same 

game, but Jesus confronts him about it in verse 19. 

Luke tells us, 

18And a ruler asked him, "Good Teacher, 

what must I do to inherit eternal life?" 19And 

Jesus said to him, "Why do you call me good? 

No one is good except God alone. 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke each record this 

conversation in their gospels, and they each provide 

different details about this man. Luke identifies him as 

a ruler, which probably means that he has attained a 

position of leadership in the local synagogue. Matthew 

says that he is young, probably in his 20s. So, to already 

be recognized as a leader, he must be a mover and a 

shaker. He demonstrates intensity and passion. Mark 

tells us that he runs up to Jesus and kneels before him. 

Later in the conversation, we also learn that he is rich. 

I suspect everyone in town wanted to be his friend.  

But the rich young ruler has a question, and it’s a 

good one. He wants to know what he must do to inherit 

eternal life. He believes that there is life beyond the 
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grave. He wants to participate in the glorious Messianic 

kingdom described by the Old Testament prophets. He 

even asks the right person. He comes to Jesus and 

addresses him as a good teacher, but something is not 

right. 

Rather than welcoming him, Jesus tests him: “Why 

do you call me good? No one is good except God alone.” 

Some people try to construe this as Jesus denying his 

deity, but that is not his point. He is probing the heart 

of the rich young ruler. Does he address Jesus this way 

as a form of flattery? Does he recognize who Jesus is? 

Is he willing to submit and follow? Or, does he think of 

Jesus like any other Jewish rabbi to consult and 

debate? Is he just playing the game?  

I think a lot of people play the game with 

Christianity. They show some respect toward Jesus, 

but they reserve the right to pick and choose which 

ideas they want to accept from his teaching. As a result, 

their beliefs are a hodgepodge of worldly ideas with a 

few Bible verses sprinkled on top. But in 1 Corinthians 

1:20, Paul responds to this mindset by asking, “Where 

is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is 



 

— 265 — 

the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the 

wisdom of the world?”  

There is no confidence to be found in human 

wisdom. We must view God as the one absolute source 

of goodness and truth. We should rely upon him 

wholeheartedly as David does in Psalm 36:9 where he 

says, “For with you is the fountain of life; in your light 

do we see light.” We should not think of Jesus as some 

good teacher like any other. We should accept his 

declaration in John 14:6, which tells us, “Jesus said to 

him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one 

comes to the Father except through me.’”  
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There’s more to football than staying in the lines 

and following the rules. There is a goal to achieve. To 

win, a team must move the ball down the field and 

score a touchdown. You can stay in bounds and do 

everything right for an entire game and still lose.  

I think this analogy can help us understand the 

nature of God’s Law. He sets boundaries for us, but he 

wants us to do more than stay within the lines. 

Deuteronomy 6:5 tells us the goal of God’s commands. 

It says, “You shall love the LORD your God with all 

your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

might.” We all fall short of this lofty goal, but for some 
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reason, we think we’re winning if we just stay in 

bounds. We foolishly place our confidence in our own 

works. 

The rich young ruler demonstrates this 

misunderstanding as Jesus continues his conversation 

with him about inheriting eternal life. Luke 18:20-21 

tells us that Jesus says, 

20“You know the commandments: ‘Do not 

commit adultery, Do not murder, Do not 

steal, Do not bear false witness, Honor your 

father and mother.’” 21And he said, “All these 

I have kept from my youth.” 

Jesus quotes five of the Ten Commandments here. 

He does not mention the first four that focus on how 

we relate to God. He also leaves out the tenth 

commandment that addresses the heart issue of 

covetousness. He selects the most concrete, tangible 

commands. They define how we should relate to other 

people. You might consider these the easy ones. The 

rich young ruler certainly seems to feel this way. He is 

confident that he has stayed in bounds his entire life. 

But each of these boundaries point toward the goal. 

Instead of merely avoiding adultery, God wants us to 
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reflect his love for us by being pure in our thoughts and 

fully devoted to your spouse if you are married (Matt 

5:27-32). The prohibition of murder should lead us to 

show the utmost respect and kindness to people as 

those made in the image of God (Matt 5:21-26). Rather 

than stealing, he wants us to reflect his generosity by 

being content and sharing what we have with others 

(Eph 4:28). He draws the line at bearing false witness 

because he wants us to be honest and to speak his truth 

(Eph 4:25). He teaches us to honor our parents because 

he wants us to maintain an attitude of humble 

obedience, particularly toward his ultimate authority 

(Matt 15:3-9). 

Like the rich young ruler, we all think of ourselves 

as good people. Even if we have crossed one of those 

boundaries, we find ways to excuse it. But we must 

recognize that our best works fall far short of the goal 

that God has set for us, and we face dire consequences 

because of that failure. In Galatians 3:10, Paul says, 

“For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; 

for it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone who does not 

abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and 

do them.’” 
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How do we escape from this curse that results from 

our works? Paul tells us in Galatians 3:13-14. He says, 

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law 

by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, 

“Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a 

tree”—so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of 

Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that 

we might receive the promised Spirit through 

faith. 

Jesus pays our penalty, wins the game for us, and gives 

us the Holy Spirit to enable us to grow in true 

obedience. We cannot look to our works as a source of 

confidence.  
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Most parents try to teach their children the value of 

money. We get them a piggy bank, and we encourage 

them to start saving. It’s a wise habit to develop, but 

some kids have a hard time understanding. They 

choose a handful of pennies over a twenty-dollar bill. 

When they fill up their little bank with coins, they think 

that they’re rich. 

We laugh at them, but we never outgrow that 

misunderstanding. We always place more value on 

money than it’s truly worth. We devote ourselves to it. 

We find our identity in it. We think it holds the answers 

to all our problems. We try to find confidence and 
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security in it. From the standpoint of eternity, our 

thinking could not be more childish. 

Human wealth is the third false source of 

confidence that Jesus addresses with the rich young 

ruler. Luke 18:22-25 tells us, 

22When Jesus heard this, he said to him, 

“One thing you still lack. Sell all that you have 

and distribute to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” 
23But when he heard these things, he became 

very sad, for he was extremely rich. 24Jesus, 

seeing that he had become sad, said, “How 

difficult it is for those who have wealth to 

enter the kingdom of God! 25For it is easier 

for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 

than for a rich person to enter the kingdom 

of God.” 

Here again, Jesus is testing the man. The Old 

Testament Law does not command people to give away 

all their possessions, and Jesus does not require this of 

anyone else. He knows that this man is rich, and at his 

age he probably did not earn all this money himself. He 

came from a wealthy family. It is part of his identity. 

He lives a comfortable life of privilege, and he is 

unwilling to let go of it. He thinks of eternal life like the 



 

— 272 — 

cherry on top of his sundae. His present wealth is what 

really matters to him. 

The foolishness of this mindset should be obvious. 

Proverbs 11:4 says, “Riches do not profit in the day of 

wrath, but righteousness delivers from death.” Mark 

8:36 tells us that Jesus asks, “For what does it profit a 

man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul?” 

But Jesus tells his disciples that this is a common 

problem. Wealthy people have such a hard time 

entering the kingdom of God, that Jesus says it’s easier 

for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. Some have 

claimed that Jesus is referring to a narrow gateway 

called the Needle’s Eye where camels had to be 

unloaded to pass through. But there’s no proof that 

such a place existed or that Jesus has it in mind. The 

context makes it clear that he is talking about 

something that is impossible. No one has the foresight 

to value eternity over wealth 

If we let it, money will take the place of God in our 

lives. Jesus makes this point in his Sermon on the 

Mount. Matthew 6:24 tells us that he says, 

“No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate 

the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the 
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one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and 

money.” We must see the foolishness of placing our 

confidence in wealth. 

So, on what should we base our confidence? 
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Christianity is based upon a miracle. We believe 

that Jesus died and was buried, but that God raised 

him from the dead. I think a lot of people find that story 

to be inspiring, but they do not necessarily grasp the 

point of it. One of the reasons for Christ’s resurrection 

is that we need that same miraculous power to make us 

alive. We are spiritually dead, so we must base our 

confidence upon God’s power. 

As the disciples listen to Jesus interacting with the 

rich young ruler, they still do not grasp the miraculous 

nature of salvation. I’m sure they are probably eager to 

have a wealthy man join their ranks and contribute to 
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their movement, but Jesus seems to push the man 

away. Then to make matters worse, he makes this 

statement about how hard it is for a rich person to enter 

the kingdom. The disciples are shocked by his words. 

They probably assume that wealth is a sign of God’s 

blessing. So, Luke 18:26-27 tells us, 

26Those who heard it said, “Then who can be 

saved?” 27But he said, “What is impossible 

with man is possible with God.” 

As we’ve already seen, we cannot rely on human 

wisdom, human works, or human wealth. We must 

realize that we are helpless to save ourselves. No one 

likes to admit that, but it’s even harder for the person 

whose wealth normally enables them to take control of 

their circumstances. We need to realize that apart from 

God’s saving power we are spiritually dead. In 

Ephesians 2:1-3, Paul describes our spiritual condition 

by saying, 

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 

in which you once walked, following the 

course of this world, following the prince of 

the power of the air, the spirit that is now at 

work in the sons of disobedience—among 

whom we all once lived in the passions of our 
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flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and 

the mind, and were by nature children of 

wrath, like the rest of mankind. 

The only way we change is through the miraculous 

intervention of God. He must take the initiative in 

salvation, because we will not. Paul continues in verses 

4 and 5 by saying, 

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the 

great love with which he loved us, even when 

we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive 

together with Christ—by grace you have been 

saved— 

Jesus had already explained this concept to the 

disciples. They should understand the need for God to 

work in a person’s heart. John 6:44 tells us that he says, 

“No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me 

draws him. And I will raise him up on the last day.” 

This dependence upon the power of God extends 

beyond the moment someone becomes a Christian. We 

must continue to rely upon him for everything in life. 

He is the one who keeps our hearts beating. He is the 

one who gives us our daily bread. He is the one who 

causes us to grow both physically and spiritually. He is 

the one who heals us and keeps us spiritually secure. 
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So, in Ephesians 1:19, Paul prays for believers to know, 

“what is the immeasurable greatness of his power 

toward us who believe, according to the working of his 

great might.” 

Is your confidence based upon the mighty power of 

God? 
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Eagles have amazing eyesight. It’s thought that they 

can see eight times farther than humans. They can spot 

something as small as a rabbit from 2 or 3 miles away. 

They even see colors beyond what is visible to us. To 

find true confidence we must become farsighted like 

eagles, but in a spiritual sense. We need to view life 

from the perspective of God’s promise. 

Jesus discusses this outlook with his disciples after 

the rich young ruler leaves. Luke 18:28-30 tells us 

28And Peter said, “See, we have left our 

homes and followed you.” 29And he said to 

them, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one 
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who has left house or wife or brothers or 

parents or children, for the sake of the 

kingdom of God, 30who will not receive many 

times more in this time, and in the age to 

come eternal life.” 

Peter is always quick to speak, and here he seems to 

be responding to what Jesus said to the rich young 

ruler. He and the other apostles may have not given up 

everything, but they did leave their homes and their 

jobs to learn from Jesus and join in his ministry. Peter 

might be wondering whether they had sacrificed 

enough to be able to inherit the kingdom. He might be 

boasting, looking for some words of approval. He 

might be trying to encourage Jesus after a prospective 

disciple just walked away, saying he may have balked 

at your requirements, but we haven’t. Perhaps he has 

all three thoughts in mind. 

Jesus takes the opportunity to encourage his 

disciples with the promise of the kingdom. He says that 

when you look at life from a kingdom perspective you 

gain many times more in eternity than you sacrifice 

now. Whatever hardships we encounter because of 

following Christ, they will seem trivial compared to the 

blessing of spending eternity in his kingdom. So, 
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looking ahead to eternity gives us great confidence to 

be bold and to persevere. Paul presents this idea in 2 

Corinthians 4:16-17, when he says, 

So we do not lose heart. Though our outer 

self is wasting away, our inner self is being 

renewed day by day. For this light 

momentary affliction is preparing for us an 

eternal weight of glory beyond all 

comparison. 

But Jesus also says that we receive many times 

more than we sacrifice in this time. What does he 

mean? Our faith in him may lead some friends and 

family members to reject us, but we gain brothers and 

sisters in Christ. Those relationships focused on Christ 

can be far deeper. We may forsake the pleasure that 

others draw from sinful behavior, but we gain a deeper 

joy and peace in Christ. In Philippians 4:11-13, Paul 

describes his experience by saying, 

Not that I am speaking of being in need, for I 

have learned in whatever situation I am to be 

content. I know how to be brought low, and I 

know how to abound. In any and every 

circumstance, I have learned the secret of 

facing plenty and hunger, abundance and 
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need. I can do all things through him who 

strengthens me. 

As believers, we can take confidence in God’s 

kingdom promise. It gives us the assurance of knowing 

that our future is secure. But it also changes our 

perspective on life now, so that we can choose to be 

content. 
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On what do you base your confidence? Do you rely 

upon human wisdom, works, or wealth? Or do you 

depend upon God’s power and his promise? Genuine 

faith is not a matter of how you respond at a point in 

time in some conversion experience. It’s about all of 

life. You never move on from the gospel. When you 

enter this relationship with God, his good news shapes 

your heart. 

But this relationship does have a beginning. If 

you’ve never done so, I invite you to begin to confide in 

God. Acknowledge your helplessness and start trusting 

in him. Believe in Jesus Christ and the promise of his 

kingdom. If you want to learn more about the power 

and promise of God, I would encourage you to read and 

reflect on what the Apostle Paul has written in 

Ephesians 1. 

If you are a believer, is your confidence based upon 

God alone? We easily lose focus and become double-

minded. Our confidence becomes this mixture of 

looking to God for some things, but relying upon 

human wisdom, works, and wealth for others. This 

division tears us apart. We must trust the Lord alone.  
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Perhaps you know someone that needs to hear 

about God’s goodness. Would you tell them? Offer 

them his words of encouragement and hope.  

May God lead us to this supernatural confidence! 

 



 

— 284 — 

1. On which false source are you most tempted to rely? 

Why? 

 

 

 

2. How would your life be different if you were 

completely relying upon the true sources of 

confidence? 

 

 

 

3. What opportunities might you have this week to 

testify to the goodness of God? 
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I have never been a big sports fan, but for some 

reason I decided that I wanted to play baseball when I 

was in third grade. I was just a month too young to join 

a regular little league team, so they put me on a T-ball 

team with kids who were as much as three years 

younger than me. I was bigger, stronger, and more 

coordinated. It was ridiculously easy, but the following 

year I moved up to the other team. Then I was the 

youngest, and the other boys were bigger, stronger, and 
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more coordinated than me. They threw the ball a lot 

harder.  

I was nervous at every practice. If I managed to hit 

a pitch, it jarred my hands. If I caught a throw, it stung. 

One day we were just warming up, and a boy threw the 

ball hard. It glanced off my mitt and hit me in the face. 

I saw stars. I couldn’t see straight. The pain was 

blinding. I recovered after a few minutes, but it wasn’t 

long before I gave up on playing baseball. 

We have all probably experienced moments of pain 

that left us disoriented, but some pain doesn’t go away. 

Whether physical or emotional, it can stick with us and 

cloud our vision. It can strain all our relationships, 

even with God. Our study of Luke 14-19 has shown us 

how the gospel that saves us changes our lives by 

shaping our hearts. But does it also affect how we deal 

with suffering? 

Luke 18:31-43 reveals three truths about Jesus that 

help us see through our suffering. His gospel gives us 

the clarity and perspective that we need to persevere 

and even find joy in life’s hardships. So, as we look at 

these verses, I encourage you to lay hold of these truths.  
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A lot of people talk about the power of positive 

thinking. It is good to acknowledge God’s blessings and 

be thankful, but some push their positivity to the 

extreme. They say that evil is just an illusion. They seek 

to overcome suffering by covering their eyes and 

pretending that it does not exist. But this foolish 

mindset is dangerous because it blinds people to the 

reality of life in a fallen world and to our desperate need 

for salvation. 

In Luke 18:31-34, we learn that the twelve apostles 

are caught in a similar delusion. On several occasions 

throughout his ministry, Jesus alludes to the suffering 
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that awaits him. As they prepare to enter Jerusalem he 

is explicit, but the apostles are oblivious. Luke tells us, 

31And taking the twelve, he said to them, 

“See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and 

everything that is written about the Son of 

Man by the prophets will be accomplished. 
32For he will be delivered over to the Gentiles 

and will be mocked and shamefully treated 

and spit upon. 33And after flogging him, they 

will kill him, and on the third day he will 

rise.” 34But they understood none of these 

things. This saying was hidden from them, 

and they did not grasp what was said. 

The disciples and their fellow first century Jews did 

not deny the existence of evil or suffering. They felt it 

acutely. They were oppressed by the Roman Empire, 

and they wanted the Messiah to come and rescue them. 

They believed that he would simply exert power and 

take control. Their vision for the future was entirely 

triumphant and positive, so they were blinded to 

Messianic prophecies like Psalm 22 and Isaiah 53 that 

predict his suffering. Isaiah 53:4-5 says, 

Surely he has borne our griefs and carried 

our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, 

smitten by God, and afflicted. But he was 
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pierced for our transgressions; he was 

crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 

chastisement that brought us peace, and with 

his wounds we are healed. 

Jesus needed to suffer to pay the penalty for our 

sins. He died in our place to satisfy the wrath of God so 

that we can receive forgiveness and eternal life. 

Positive thinking cannot save us. We must recognize 

our sinfulness and God’s judgment, and we must 

believe that Jesus suffered on our behalf. But how 

should his suffering shape the way we view our own 

suffering? Let me suggest four ways. 

First, God often uses our suffering to open our eyes 

to the gospel. Difficult circumstances humble us so that 

we see the need for Christ’s suffering. We find this 

dynamic at work in the apostles. They do not fully 

understand the gospel until they suffer the grief of 

denying Christ and watching him die. The blind man 

that we will read about in just a moment comes to 

Christ through a similar process. I have also 

experienced it in my own life. God used the loss of my 

grandfather to draw me to Christ.  

Second, the suffering of Jesus teaches us to expect 

suffering. Some of us expect life to be easy. False 
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teachers even claim that we can escape suffering if we 

just have enough faith. But the Bible teaches us that 

faithful believers will face opposition. In the story of 

Job, for instance, Satan uses storms, thieves, physical 

sickness, and critical friends to attack Job’s faith. When 

you follow Jesus, you become a target for similar 

attacks. In fact, Matthew 10:25 tells us that Jesus warns 

his disciples to expect the same treatment that he 

received. He says, “It is enough for the disciple to be 

like his teacher, and the servant like his master. If they 

have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how 

much more will they malign those of his household.” 

Third, the suffering of Jesus sets an example for us 

as we go through suffering. Peter explains this idea in 1 

Peter 2:21-23. He says, 

For to this you have been called, because 

Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an 

example, so that you might follow in his 

steps. He committed no sin, neither was 

deceit found in his mouth. When he was 

reviled, he did not revile in return; when he 

suffered, he did not threaten, but continued 

entrusting himself to him who judges justly. 
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Are we following in his steps? Are we blameless? Do we 

fully entrust ourselves to God? 

Finally, the suffering of Jesus makes our suffering 

meaningful. When we suffer in the right way for the 

right reasons, we suffer for him and for his glory. The 

apostles came to view suffering this way. Acts 5 tells us 

that they were beaten by the Jewish council and 

charged to no longer speak in the name of Jesus. But 

verse 41 says, “Then they left the presence of the 

council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to 

suffer dishonor for the name.” They considered it a 

privilege to be identified with Jesus and to represent 

him in their suffering. 

So, we must cling to the truth that Jesus suffered. 

In it, we find both salvation and strength to persevere.  
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We live in a noisy world. Everywhere you go you 

find people wearing headphones, from tiny earbuds 

that are almost invisible to big, expensive, noise-

cancelling, over-the-ear models. They allow you to live 

in your own world, oblivious to everyone else. But they 

can also allow you to focus your attention to listen to 

something very important. 

Suffering works like headphones. Our natural 

inclination is to turn inward when we hurt. We become 

completely absorbed in our pain and tune out 

everything else. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Luke 

18:35-41 shows us how suffering can make someone 
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more receptive to God. It also reveals how Jesus hears 

someone’s cries while facing his own suffering. Luke 

tells us, 

35As he drew near to Jericho, a blind man was 

sitting by the roadside begging. 36And 

hearing a crowd going by, he inquired what 

this meant. 37They told him, “Jesus of 

Nazareth is passing by.” 38And he cried out, 

“Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” 
39And those who were in front rebuked him, 

telling him to be silent. But he cried out all 

the more, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” 
40And Jesus stopped and commanded him to 

be brought to him. And when he came near, 

he asked him, 41“What do you want me to do 

for you?” He said, “Lord, let me recover my 

sight.” 

Matthew and Mark give us a few extra details about 

this story in their gospels. They both say that the 

encounter happens as Jesus leaves Jericho. So, several 

suggestions have been made to reconcile this detail 

with Luke’s account that it occurs as he nears the city. 

One possible explanation is that the city of that day was 

probably built next to the ruins of a previous version of 

the city. Jesus may have been leaving one and entering 

the other.  
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Matthew tells us there were two blind men. Mark 

says that the vocal one was called Bartimaeus, or son of 

Timaeus. Some, drawing upon Greek, suggest that 

Timaeus means honored, which seems ironic in light of 

the man’s predicament. But in Hebrew and Aramaic 

the root of this name means unclean. Perhaps 

Bartimaeus was a derogatory nickname: son of 

uncleanness. This certainly fits with the way people 

treat him. His blindness leaves him with no alternative 

but begging by the roadside. So, he is well acquainted 

with suffering.  

Nevertheless, this poor blind man does something 

surprising. He refers to Jesus as the Son of David, a title 

reserved for the promised Messiah. He had probably 

never had the opportunity to listen to Jesus teach, but 

he must have heard the stories of his miracles from 

travelers. While others debate who Jesus of Nazareth 

might be, this man’s suffering gives him a sense of 

clarity. Who else could cleanse unclean lepers, make 

lame men walk, and give blind men sight? These are 

previews of the coming kingdom. So, he cries out for 

the king to have mercy upon him.  
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Jesus is passing by on his way to Jerusalem. There 

must be a sense of determination in his stride as he 

heads toward the suffering that awaits him. If any of us 

were in his place, we would probably be completely 

self-absorbed. He is surrounded by a noisy crowd, and 

when the blind man cries out, they try to silence him. 

Yet Jesus is aware. He hears. He stops and takes the 

time to listen to this man that everyone else ignores. 

Jesus responds this way to every believer. Because 

he suffered, he sympathizes with us in our sufferings. 

The author of Hebrews explains that he represents us 

now in heaven and intercedes for us as our high priest. 

In Hebrews 4:14-16, he says, 

Since then we have a great high priest who 

has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the 

Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. 

For we do not have a high priest who is 

unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 

but one who in every respect has been 

tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us 

then with confidence draw near to the throne 

of grace, that we may receive mercy and find 

grace to help in time of need. 

Jesus also hears us through the work of the Holy 

Spirit in our lives. He promised his disciples that he 
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would send them a Helper, a Comforter to be with them 

forever (John 14:16). Paul describes the Spirit’s work in 

Romans 8:26, by saying, “Likewise the Spirit helps us 

in our weakness. For we do not know what to pray for 

as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us 

with groanings too deep for words.” 

We can find strength in knowing that we are never 

alone in our suffering. Even when we are so 

overwhelmed that we do not know what to pray, the 

Holy Spirit intercedes. Jesus hears, sympathizes, and 

pleads our case with the Father. So, cry for mercy. Cast 

your burden upon him. In Philippians 4:6-7, Paul says, 

do not be anxious about anything, but in 

everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made 

known to God. And the peace of God, which 

surpasses all understanding, will guard your 

hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 
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I think many of us view life as if we’re looking 

through a microscope. We zoom in closer and closer to 

focus on smaller and smaller things. We’re determined 

to find something wrong, something to worry about. 

Once we identify it, we magnify it until it obscures our 

perspective. We let it define our whole life. 

But God wants us to view life as if we’re looking 

through a telescope. He lifts our eyes to look far off into 

eternity. He reveals our place in the grand scope of his 

redemptive plan. He shows us his glory to give us 

genuine perspective on life here and now. Whatever 
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suffering we face, we find meaning and purpose for our 

lives in the truth that Jesus saves. 

I think the blind man in Luke 18 experiences this 

powerful change of perspective, but in my opinion, 

many of our English translations obscure it. The 

English Standard Version translates verse 42 by saying, 

“And Jesus said to him, ‘Recover your sight; your faith 

has made you well.’” The New International Version 

says, “Your faith has healed you.” But we find a more 

literal translation in the King James Version which 

says, “Thy faith hath saved thee.”  

This man is concerned about the problem of his 

immediate suffering, and it’s no small issue. His 

blindness has defined his whole life. He wants to 

recover his sight. He believes that Jesus is the Messiah 

and that he has the power to heal him. But why does 

Jesus heal? He does it as a sign, a preview of what life 

will be like in his kingdom. So, Jesus not only restores 

the man’s sight, he reveals that the man is now saved. 

He will enjoy eternal life in Christ’s kingdom because 

he believed. 

The man’s response shows us that he comes to see 

this big picture. Verse 43 tells us, “And immediately he 



 

— 299 — 

recovered his sight and followed him, glorifying God. 

And all the people, when they saw it, gave praise to 

God.” He rejoices over his physical healing, but he does 

not stop there.  He begins to follow Jesus. He becomes 

a disciple and glorifies God. He shares words of praise 

and thanksgiving, and others are so moved by his 

experience that they join in. I think it’s safe to assume 

that in this moment the man also begins to live for the 

glory of God. 

So, how does the truth that Jesus saves apply to our 

suffering? He does not promise to heal everyone here 

and now, but he offers us the hope of salvation. There 

won’t be any more death or pain in eternity. So, this 

telescopic view gives us a sense of perspective. It helps 

us see through our immediate suffering to the things of 

ultimate importance.  

We find this perspective articulated in the model 

prayer that Jesus teaches his disciples. It’s recorded for 

us in Matthew 6:9-13. Jesus begins by saying, “Pray 

then like this: "Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your 

name.” God deserves to be treated as holy by every 

human being. He is worthy of praise, honor, and glory, 

so we should pray and live to bring that about. He may 
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receive the most glory by healing us or taking away our 

suffering. But he might receive even more glory if we 

trust him and live for him through our suffering. This 

was what happened with Job. So, pray for his name to 

be hallowed. 

Next, Jesus tells us to pray, “Your kingdom come, 

your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” When 

Christ returns to reign, everything on earth will be 

brought into line with God’s revealed will. Everything 

will be the way he originally designed it to be. So, the 

coming of his kingdom is the ultimate answer to all our 

problems and concerns. But while we wait for his 

return, we pray for people to bow to his will here and 

now. We pray for unbelievers to come to repentance 

and for believers to grow in obedience. As we’ve already 

seen, in God’s wisdom he sometimes uses suffering to 

accomplish these goals in someone’s life. 

The fourth request in Jesus’ model prayer is, “Give 

us this day our daily bread.” Seeing the big picture of 

salvation does not mean that we ignore our basic 

needs. God knows what we need to survive, so this 

request shows our humble dependence upon him. We 

should look to him for physical sustenance and for the 
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emotional strength to persevere through whatever 

difficulties we face. 

Jesus concludes with three requests that relate to 

our personal efforts to avoid sinful behavior. He says, 

“and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our 

debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us 

from evil.” Suffering plays a major role in our fight 

against temptation. We often use pain as an excuse for 

disobeying God, but suffering never justifies sin. We 

must seek God’s forgiveness and reflect that 

forgiveness in how we treat others. We should pray for 

God to lead us away from temptation and evil. 

So, we must continually renew our focus on the 

truth that Jesus saves. We need this overarching vision 

to keep our suffering in perspective. 

We don’t have to be blinded by suffering. We may 

feel that way initially, but we can see through it. We 

must remind ourselves of these truths: Jesus suffered, 

Jesus hears, and Jesus saves. 

Have you been saved? Have you placed your faith in 

Jesus? You could take that step today. He offers to 
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forgive your sin and to give you the hope of eternal life.  

Believe in him and begin to follow him today.  

If you want to learn more about persevering 

through suffering, I would encourage you to read 1 

Peter 4. But there may also be some immediate steps 

you can take. Perhaps you need to renew your focus on 

praying. Use the model prayer that Jesus gives us as 

your guide. Perhaps you feel compelled to speak of 

God’s glory. Look for an opportunity this week to tell 

someone about who he is and what he has done. 

May God’s name be hallowed through us! 

1. Has your suffering blinded you or enabled you to 

see? How so? 

 

 

2. Which of these truths most encourages you or 

challenges you? Why? 

 

 

3. What reasons do you have to glorify and praise 

God?
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I suppose it happens to every child at least once. 

You’re at some crowded public place with your 

parents—a fair, an amusement park, or a store. 

Something catches your attention for a moment, and 

when you look up your parents are gone, nowhere to be 

seen. You become frantic, panic sets in, and everything 

becomes a blur. You’re lost! It may only last for thirty 

seconds, but the feeling is unforgettable. 

Even as adults, the same feeling sweeps over us 

sometimes. It’s strange. You’re not physically lost, but 
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you still experience anxious moments of aloneness. 

Why does this happen to us? We were created to walk 

through life with God, our heavenly Father, guiding us 

and protecting us, but that relationship was broken 

when Adam and Eve sinned. As a result, we are all born 

into the condition of being spiritually lost, and 

sometimes we become aware of it. But what can we do 

about it? 

Luke 19:1-10 tells us the surprising story of one 

man’s journey from lost to found and beyond. His 

name is Zacchaeus, and he seems to move through four 

distinct stages as he encounters Jesus Christ. In fact, 

many consider this account the highlight of Luke’s 

Gospel because it includes Jesus’ declaration that he 

came to seek and save the lost. Though Zacchaeus is a 

unique individual in unique circumstances, I think that 

we’re all on the same journey that he was. So, as we 

examine this passage of Scripture, I challenge you to 

identify which stage you are currently at. That 

realization may be the thing God uses to lead you to the 

next stage. 
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God designed us with eyes that look outward, but 

our inclination is to do the opposite. We focus our 

attention inward. It’s as if we view everything in the 

world by gazing at a mirror. We interpret it all by our 

personal feelings, desires, hurts, and aspirations. We 

talk about self-care, self-satisfaction, self-discovery, 

self-determination, self-esteem, self-motivation, self-

actualization, self-reliance, self-confidence, and self-

advancement. Everyone starts their journey at the 

stage of seeking self. 

As Luke introduces us to Zacchaeus, he shares a few 

details about his life that show us that he has been 
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focused on seeking self. Luke 19:1-2 speaks of Jesus 

and tells us,  

1He entered Jericho and was passing 

through. 2And behold, there was a man 

named Zacchaeus. He was a chief tax 

collector and was rich. 

The name Zacchaeus comes from a Hebrew word 

that means pure and clean. His parents must have had 

great spiritual aspirations for him. But in verse 3 Luke 

tells us that he is small in stature, so I suspect that he 

may have been pushed around, teased, and bullied as 

he was growing up. Perhaps that experience gave him 

the drive to gain the upper hand. History is full of 

stories of short men who rose to become fearsomely 

powerful dictators—men such as Alexander the Great, 

Napoleon Bonaparte, Vladimir Lenin, Benito 

Mussolini, and Joseph Stalin. 

Zacchaeus sells out his countrymen by becoming a 

tax collector for the Roman Empire. Imagine the 

satisfaction of filling his own pockets with extra fees 

imposed on the same people who formerly harassed 

him. He is so good at his job that he becomes rich and 
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the Romans promote him to oversee other tax 

collectors. His greed leaves him far from pure! 

Of course, it’s possible to be self-seeking in more 

subtle, respectable ways. The Jewish Pharisees, for 

instance, kept up the appearance of purity. But Jesus 

confronts them for using their religion in self-exalting 

ways. Our best deeds are almost always tainted by 

selfish motives. We want to be noticed and applauded. 

It’s all about us, not about God. 

This selfish impulse can be traced back to the 

beginning of time. God clearly prohibits Adam and Eve 

from eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil. But the serpent tempts Eve to ignore God’s 

command and make her own independent 

determination about right and wrong. Genesis 3:6-7 

records her response and its consequences. It says, 

So when the woman saw that the tree was 

good for food, and that it was a delight to the 

eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to 

make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, 

and she also gave some to her husband who 

was with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of 

both were opened, and they knew that they 

were naked. And they sewed fig leaves 

together and made themselves loincloths. 
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As soon as self becomes the guiding force in their 

lives, they are lost. Their relationship with God is 

broken, and they are plagued by guilt and shame. As 

their descendants, we should know better, but we 

continue the same foolish trajectory. We keep seeking 

self, hoping that one day we will finally achieve 

personal satisfaction, but it never comes. 

King Solomon comes to this realization. He uses his 

wisdom and his wealth to take self-seeking to the 

extreme. But in Ecclesiastes 2:9-11, he tells us, 

So I became great and surpassed all who 

were before me in Jerusalem. Also my 

wisdom remained with me. And whatever my 

eyes desired I did not keep from them. I kept 

my heart from no pleasure, for my heart 

found pleasure in all my toil, and this was my 

reward for all my toil. Then I considered all 

that my hands had done and the toil I had 

expended in doing it, and behold, all was 

vanity and a striving after wind, and there 

was nothing to be gained under the sun. 

Our culture never stops encouraging us to seek self, 

but we need to recognize that it is a vain and worthless 

pursuit. It will always leave us feeling lost. We need to 

move on to the next stage of life.  
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I grew up near some mountains where there were 

often rockslides. It didn’t take much to start one—the 

crack of thunder from an intense storm or the vibration 

of a big truck driving by.  It wasn’t the smartest thing 

to do, but sometimes on family trips I would throw a 

few stones over the side at a lookout to see what might 

break loose. There just didn’t seem to be much holding 

those hills together.  

It has been my experience that when you’re seeking 

self, you’re like one of those hillsides. There’s not much 

holding you together, and you never know what might 

start breaking things loose. It might be some storm of 
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trials in your life, or a random comment that someone 

makes. Whatever the trigger may be, you begin to 

realize your instability, and that compels you to start 

seeking truth. When that happens, you might surprise 

yourself with how far you are willing to go to find it. 

Luke does not tell us what the trigger was for 

Zacchaeus. Perhaps it was simply the fact that Jesus 

was passing through town. Some also speculate that he 

might have known Levi who was also called Matthew. 

He had been a tax collector up by the Sea of Galilee, but 

he was now one of Jesus’ twelve apostles. Whatever 

sparks Zacchaeus’s interest, Luke 19:3-4 captures his 

earnest pursuit. It tells us, 

3And he was seeking to see who Jesus was, 

but on account of the crowd he could not, 

because he was small in stature. 4So he ran 

on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore 

tree to see him, for he was about to pass that 

way. 

This is not normal behavior for Zacchaeus. 

Powerful men don’t run or climb trees in that culture. 

Children do. People would love the opportunity to 

make fun of this powerful tax collector over how 

childishly he is acting, but in that moment he does not 
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care. Those self-seeking concerns do not hold him 

back. He wants to know about Jesus. 

We may not run or climb trees, but we might as 

well, because people will mock any pursuit of biblical 

truth. I once gave someone a book on the biblical 

meaning of Christmas. They considered it a storybook 

for their kids. They couldn’t imagine that an educated 

person would hold such things to be true. The Apostle 

Paul received a similar response from people. In 1 

Corinthians 1:18 he says, “For the word of the cross is 

folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 

saved it is the power of God.” Are you willing to be 

considered foolish for pursuing God’s truth? 

Zacchaeus just wants a glimpse of Jesus, but then 

something amazing happens. Luke 19:5-6 tells us, 

5And when Jesus came to the place, he 

looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry 

and come down, for I must stay at your house 

today.” 6So he hurried and came down and 

received him joyfully. 

Zacchaeus is seeking truth, but Jesus is seeking 

Zacchaeus. We don’t know how well hidden he is up in 

the tree, but Jesus knows he is there, and he calls him 
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by name. He doesn’t ask to come to Zacchaeus’s house, 

he speaks of it as a necessity. This encounter is not 

simply a matter of chance. It is part of God’s sovereign 

plan. Zacchaeus joyfully receives Jesus into his house, 

and probably also into his life. 

Jesus is like a shepherd seeking his lost sheep. His 

interaction with Zacchaeus reminds me of his words in 

John 10:27-29. He says, 

My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, 

and they follow me. I give them eternal life, 

and they will never perish, and no one will 

snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who 

has given them to me, is greater than all, and 

no one is able to snatch them out of the 

Father's hand. 

No one would have ever guessed that Zacchaeus 

would come to Jesus. But apparently, God chose him 

before the foundation of the world (Eph 1:4). While 

others write him off, God draws him to begin seeking 

truth. The Spirit works in mysterious ways. We may not 

even realize when it is happening to us. In John 3:8, 

Jesus describes his work by saying, “The wind blows 

where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not 
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know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with 

everyone who is born of the Spirit.” 

No one is beyond God’s reach. Don’t ever write 

anyone else off. Trust God’s plan and rely upon the 

Spirit’s invisible work. If you sense Jesus calling your 

name, receive him and keep seeking truth. We never 

move on from this stage. It is foundational for the 

stages that follow. 
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When a train is barreling down the tracks coming 

off a mountain, it builds up incredible momentum. It’s 

not easy to stop, much less reverse course. The wheels 

slip and spin, until they finally gain traction. All its 

power is needed to make its way back up the hill. 

Repentance requires an even greater exertion of 

power. Sinful ways of thinking, speaking, and acting 

are like slick rails down a steep slope. As they gain 

momentum in our lives, they become habits and then 

defining characteristics of who we are. We find it hard 

to imagine changing course. Most people will say that 

it’s hopeless, but with God all things are possible (Matt 
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19:26). When Jesus finds you, he moves you to the 

stage of seeking righteousness. 

Luke 19:7-9 tells us how this scenario plays out with 

Zacchaeus. As the crowd witnesses Jesus interacting 

with Zacchaeus, Luke says, 

7And when they saw it, they all grumbled, 

“He has gone in to be the guest of a man who 

is a sinner.” 8And Zacchaeus stood and said 

to the Lord, “Behold, Lord, the half of my 

goods I give to the poor. And if I have 

defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it 

fourfold.” 9And Jesus said to him, “Today 

salvation has come to this house, since he 

also is a son of Abraham. 

The crowd considers Zacchaeus a sinner until 

proven otherwise. They find it shocking that Jesus 

would associate with him. But the gospel tells us that 

the salvation of a sinner begins with our association 

with Jesus. In Romans 5:8, Paul says, “but God shows 

his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ 

died for us.” In Ephesians 1:7, he explains, “In him we 

have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of 

our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace.” 
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So, practical changes occur in someone’s life as a 

result of salvation. We cannot break free from the pull 

of sin by our own strength. We need the power of God 

to work in our life so that we will seek to live 

righteously. In Philippians 2:12-13, Paul describes the 

process by saying, “...work out your own salvation with 

fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both 

to will and to work for his good pleasure.” 

Zacchaeus pursues practical righteousness in two 

ways. First, he decides to give half of his possessions to 

the poor. His selfishness is replaced with a concern for 

others. He voluntarily turns from greed to generosity. 

In the flow of Luke’s Gospel, this commitment stands 

in stark contrast to the rich young ruler who turned 

away from Jesus when challenged to give his 

possessions to the poor. 

Zacchaeus also pledges to make restitution to those 

he defrauded. The Old Testament Law requires a 

person to restore the original amount and add a fifth to 

it, an extra 20 percent (Lev 6:1-5). But Zaccheus says 

that he will give them fourfold, 400 percent. I suspect 

these actions leave him with very little wealth, but he is 
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willing to make that sacrifice. He models what it means 

to hunger and thirst after righteousness. 

In response to these commitments, Jesus affirms 

that Zacchaeus is saved. He calls him a son of 

Abraham—not just physically, but spiritually. In other 

words, when the promises that God made to Abraham 

are ultimately fulfilled, Zacchaeus will receive an 

inheritance. He will experience eternal life in Christ’s 

kingdom. Jesus gives him full assurance. 

He offers us the same assurance. He promises 

eternal life and an inheritance in his kingdom to those 

who believe in him. When we believe, he then 

unleashes his transforming power in our lives, so that 

as we seek righteousness, our assurance deepens. First 

John 2:29 captures this idea by saying, “If you know 

that he is righteous, you may be sure that everyone who 

practices righteousness has been born of him.” 

Do you have the assurance that you have been born 

of him? Is there fruit of repentance in your life? Are you 

seeking righteousness? 
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In calm seas and good weather, floating along in a 

big lifeboat might be a fun experience. You could 

stretch out and enjoy the sun and the ocean breeze. You 

could have a great time with friends.  But if others were 

floating in the water nearby needing to be rescued, that 

relaxed posture would seem negligent and callous. 

The church of Jesus Christ has always struggled 

with this tendency. We’ve experienced the 

hopelessness of being lost and the joy of being found. 

But once we’re in the lifeboat, we tend to forget about 

those outside. We might assume that they are beyond 

God’s reach. We might fear that they will have a 
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negative influence on us. We might even be angry at 

their sinful behavior. So, we feel justified in ignoring 

them to focus on our own comfort. The crowd in 

Jericho probably thought all the same things about 

Zacchaeus. 

I suspect Luke may have encountered the same 

attitude among believers when he wrote his Gospel. He 

seems to be trying to wake them up by telling story after 

story of Jesus reaching out to unexpected people on the 

fringe of society. No other Gospel tells us about 

Zacchaeus, and Luke concludes his story with a 

statement that seems to sum up the ministry of Christ. 

In Luke 19:10, Jesus is still speaking to Zacchaeus, and 

he says, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save 

the lost.” 

We should all be grateful that Jesus seeks and saves 

the lost. But I think Luke’s purpose in telling this story 

is to move us to another stage. We should always seek 

truth and righteousness, but we should also join Jesus 

in seeking the lost. We cannot save them, but we can 

pray for them and relay the good news that Jesus saves. 

The Apostle Paul describes this mission in several 

ways. In 2 Corinthians 5:20, he pictures us as God’s 
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personal representatives. He says, “Therefore, we are 

ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal 

through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be 

reconciled to God.” We should tell people that God 

wants to have a relationship with them. Even though 

they have sinned, he is ready to forgive them because 

Jesus died for them. 

Paul felt that the mission was so important that he 

needed to approach people as a servant. In 1 

Corinthians 9:19 he says, “For though I am free from 

all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win 

more of them.” He did whatever he could to identify 

with people. He cared enough for them to set aside any 

of his personal privileges that might distract them from 

hearing the truth. Are we willing to do the same? 

Paul encourages us to let this mission guide every 

word we say. In Colossians 4:5-6, he writes, “Walk in 

wisdom toward outsiders, making the best use of the 

time. Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned 

with salt, so that you may know how you ought to 

answer each person.” You never know what God might 

use to start them on the search for truth. So, we always 

need to be on the lookout for those opportunities. 
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Jesus is still seeking and saving the lost, but he 

wants to do it through us. Don’t become apathetic. Let 

the gospel give you a Christ-like heart for the lost. 

This is the great journey from lost to found and 

beyond. What stage are you at? Are you still seeking 

self? If so, you will keep coming back to that sense of 

lostness. Let it compel you to start seeking truth. I 

would encourage you to read the Bible. John 10 is a 

great place to learn more about how Jesus relates to us 

as a shepherd. 

Perhaps you’ve been seeking truth, but you’ve never 

come to the point of accepting Jesus as your Savior. He 

died for our sins, so that you can receive forgiveness 

and hope. Would you respond to him today? 

If you’ve received him, are you seeking 

righteousness? He’s given us the Holy Spirit to 

transform us. Are there sins that you need to put aside? 

Do you need to seek forgiveness or to make some kind 

of restitution as Zacchaeus did? Is there some area of 

obedience in which you need to grow? Don’t fall back 

into seeking self. 
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Finally, is there someone that you need to reach out 

to? Do you know a modern-day version of Zacchaeus? 

No one is beyond God’s reach. Be gracious to everyone 

who crosses your path. Let’s join Jesus in seeking the 

lost. 

May we live for the glory of Christ! 

1. How have you experienced a sense of spiritual 

lostness? 

 

 

2. Which stage are you currently at? What do you need 

to do to move forward? 

 

 

 

3. How can you be involved in the mission of seeking 

the lost? 
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When you are trying to get somewhere, the last 

thing that you want to see is a detour sign. We all want 

our roads to be kept in good condition, but no one 

wants to waste time taking a longer route to our 

destination. Road crews always seem to start projects 

at the worst possible times. You feel as if they should 

have consulted you first. Frustration sets in and your 

temperature begins to rise. You might even be tempted 

to give them a piece of your mind, even though they 

have no control over their schedule. Detours have a 
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way of revealing what is in our hearts, and it may not 

be pretty. 

During the ministry of Jesus, he repeatedly warns 

his disciples that they are going to encounter a major 

detour. They are waiting for him to overthrow the 

Romans and establish God’s kingdom on earth, but 

Jesus tells them that he must die in Jerusalem and then 

rise from the dead. Of course, this event is not a detour 

in God’s plan, but Jesus knows that it will hit the 

disciples that way. So, as we have seen in chapters 14-

19 of Luke’s Gospel, Jesus prepares them for what is 

ahead by teaching them how his gospel must shape 

their hearts. 

We come now to the final passage in this section, 

Luke 19:11-27, and it serves as a fitting conclusion to 

our study. Jesus tells one more parable before they 

enter Jerusalem. It’s about a nobleman who goes away 

to receive a kingdom, leaving his servants behind to 

manage his business.  

As the story unfolds, we learn four reasons to serve 

Christ faithfully. He gives the disciples these lessons to 

prepare them for their detour. But they apply to us as 

well, because we are still on that detour. We are waiting 
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to arrive at our destination, the glorious kingdom of 

Christ on earth. So, why should we continue to serve 

him faithfully? 
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For many of us, our first real taste of significant 

responsibility is when a parent hands us the key to the 

family car. Heading out on the road unsupervised with 

an expensive piece of equipment under your sole 

control is a significant test. Will you do something 

reckless?  Or will you prove yourself to be reliable and 

trustworthy? When someone places their trust in you, 

it can motivate you to be faithful. 

As Jesus prepares to enter Jerusalem, he wants the 

disciples to understand that he is placing his trust in 

them. Luke 19:11-14 tells us, 
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11As they heard these things, he proceeded to 

tell a parable, because he was near to 

Jerusalem, and because they supposed that 

the kingdom of God was to appear 

immediately. 12He said therefore, “A 

nobleman went into a far country to receive 

for himself a kingdom and then return. 
13Calling ten of his servants, he gave them ten 

minas, and said to them, ‘Engage in business 

until I come.’ 14But his citizens hated him and 

sent a delegation after him, saying, ‘We do 

not want this man to reign over us.’ 

The beginning of this story undoubtedly reminds 

Jesus’ hearers of events that occur a generation earlier. 

At the time when Jesus was born, Herod the Great 

rules Judea as king. But Herod received that position 

from the Romans, so when he dies, the title is not 

automatically passed on to his son, Archelaus. 

Archelaus must travel to Rome to meet with Caesar 

Augustus in the hope of being appointed king, but the 

people of Judea send a delegation in protest because 

Archelaus has already proved himself to be a brutal 

tyrant. So, Augustus decides to divide the kingdom 

between Herod’s three sons, and he gives Archelaus the 

title ethnarch, not king. In fact, he turns out to be such 
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a poor ruler that the Romans depose him after about 

ten years. 

We will see in a moment that there is an entirely 

different outcome in this parable, but Jesus’ point is 

that contrary to the expectations of his disciples, his 

kingdom will not appear immediately. Like the king in 

the parable, he will leave them for a time. Within a 

week of telling this story, he dies, rises from the dead, 

and then ascends into heaven a month later. But he will 

return. Acts 1:10-11 tells us, 

And while they were gazing into heaven as he 

went, behold, two men stood by them in 

white robes, and said, “Men of Galilee, why 

do you stand looking into heaven? This 

Jesus, who was taken up from you into 

heaven, will come in the same way as you saw 

him go into heaven.” 

Getting back to the parable—before the nobleman 

leaves, verse 13 tells us that he calls ten of his servants 

and entrusts them with a responsibility. He gives them 

each a mina, a sum of money that a typical worker 

would earn over a hundred days. The modern 

equivalent might be around 10 thousand dollars. He 

charges them to engage in business until he returns, 
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but this will not be easy, because his citizens hate his 

rule. The servants will face opposition, but we will 

return to that in a moment. 

We need to understand that Jesus entrusts a similar 

responsibility to everyone that follows him. He wants 

us to carry on his business until he returns. He provides 

us with financial resources, but the most valuable 

resource he gives us is his gospel, the good news of his 

salvation. Paul speaks of it this way in 2 Corinthians 

5:18-19. He says, 

All this is from God, who through Christ 

reconciled us to himself and gave us the 

ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ 

God was reconciling the world to himself, not 

counting their trespasses against them, and 

entrusting to us the message of 

reconciliation. 

We often speak of the gospel as a message to be 

heard and understood, but it’s more than that. The 

knowledge of the gospel carries with it an inherent 

responsibility. We become servants of Christ through 

the gospel. We are responsible to believe it, to apply it 

to our lives, and to share it with others. That is our 

king’s business. 
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So, how are you managing his resources? He is 

trusting you to carry out his work until he returns. Is 

your life bearing spiritual fruit? Are you representing 

Christ in word and deed before the unbelieving world? 

Are you being faithful?  
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For many of us, the word “servant” carries a 

negative connotation. We assume that it must be a 

lowly, thankless job. We envision a slave forced to cater 

to the whims of a selfish master. We consider such a 

role to be beneath our dignity. We want to be master of 

our own lives, but it doesn’t really work that way. 

We all serve someone or something. For many of us, 

it’s money. We work for it, rely upon it, and set our 

hope on it. But wealth is a harsh and fickle master. It 

shows no loyalty. It’s quick to abandon us. We need a 

master that will stand by us forever and reward us for 

our service. 
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So, another reason to serve Christ faithfully is the 

reward that he alone gives. As he continues his parable 

about the nobleman in Luke 19:15-19, he illustrates this 

reward by saying, 

15When he returned, having received the 

kingdom, he ordered these servants to whom 

he had given the money to be called to him, 

that he might know what they had gained by 

doing business. 16The first came before him, 

saying, ‘Lord, your mina has made ten minas 

more.’ 17And he said to him, ‘Well done, good 

servant! Because you have been faithful in a 

very little, you shall have authority over ten 

cities.’ 18And the second came, saying, ‘Lord, 

your mina has made five minas.’ 19And he 

said to him, ‘And you are to be over five 

cities.’ 

Unlike Archelaus, the king in this parable returns 

with full authority, and one of his first acts is to 

evaluate his servants. He gives his focused attention to 

each one. He hears their reports and commends them. 

Then he rewards them with an amazing promotion. He 

delegates to them the authority to rule over a number 

of cities based upon their level of productivity. They 

continue to be servants, but they are not lowly or 
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oppressed. They reign with their king. This is the 

highest privilege imaginable. 

Other Scripture passages show us that a similar 

time of evaluation will happen when Jesus returns. He 

will call all his followers to stand before him. Paul 

describes this event in 2 Corinthians 5:10 by saying, 

“For we must all appear before the judgment seat of 

Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for 

what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.” 

This evaluation is a sobering thought. As Paul 

continues in that chapter, he speaks of a healthy fear of 

the Lord that prompts him to persuade others to follow 

Christ. 

But this evaluation is also a deep encouragement. 

People may resist us, criticize us, or oppose us as we 

serve our king, but he knows our hearts. He sees our 

efforts to be faithful. Paul expresses this idea in 1 

Corinthians 4:5, by saying,  

Therefore do not pronounce judgment before 

the time, before the Lord comes, who will 

bring to light the things now hidden in 

darkness and will disclose the purposes of 

the heart. Then each one will receive his 

commendation from God. 
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Paul even points to Christ’s future commendation 

to encourage Christians who are slaves. In Ephesians 

6:5-8, he writes, 

Bondservants, obey your earthly masters 

with fear and trembling, with a sincere heart, 

as you would Christ, not by the way of eye-

service, as people-pleasers, but as 

bondservants of Christ, doing the will of God 

from the heart, rendering service with a good 

will as to the Lord and not to man, knowing 

that whatever good anyone does, this he will 

receive back from the Lord, whether he is a 

bondservant or is free. 

So, whatever job occupies your time, you can do it in a 

way that accomplishes the Lord’s business. Your work 

ethic can display the saving power of the gospel, and 

Jesus will reward you for it. 

The reward that Christ gives is similar to the one in 

the parable. God created human beings to exercise 

dominion over the earth (Gen 1:26). So, Jesus does not 

save us to go off into eternal retirement. When he 

returns, he rewards us with the responsibility of 

reigning with him in his kingdom. Revelation 5:9-10 

records the song of the elders in John’s heavenly vision 

as Christ is handed the title deed to the universe, 
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receiving the kingdom from his heavenly Father. John 

tells us, 

And they sang a new song, saying, “Worthy 

are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, 

for you were slain, and by your blood you 

ransomed people for God from every tribe 

and language and people and nation, and you 

have made them a kingdom and priests to 

our God, and they shall reign on the earth” 

(emphasis added). 

The Bible does not explain exactly what this 

responsibility will entail, but it is clear that none of us 

deserve such a lofty privilege. We are sinners saved by 

grace through Christ’s death and resurrection. But 

Christ motivates us to serve him faithfully now by 

offering us this great reward in his kingdom. 
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Most disguises are not too convincing. Superman 

puts on a pair of glasses, and people are supposed to 

believe that he’s Clark Kent. You don’t need X-ray 

vision to see through that costume. But when it comes 

to the Christian faith, some people are skilled 

pretenders. They know all the right things to say and 

do, to hide their true heart. They might be able to 

deceive everyone they know, but they cannot fool Jesus 

Christ. So, the penetrating insight of our King is a third 

reason to be genuinely faithful. 

As Jesus continues his parable, a third servant 

comes before the King. Luke 19:20-23 tells us, 
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20Then another came, saying, ‘Lord, here is 

your mina, which I kept laid away in a 

handkerchief; 21for I was afraid of you, 

because you are a severe man. You take what 

you did not deposit, and reap what you did 

not sow.’ 22He said to him, ‘I will condemn 

you with your own words, you wicked 

servant! You knew that I was a severe man, 

taking what I did not deposit and reaping 

what I did not sow? 23Why then did you not 

put my money in the bank, and at my coming 

I might have collected it with interest?’ 

This man is supposed to be a servant, but he has 

refused to do anything productive with the king’s 

resources. To make matters worse, rather than 

admitting his unfaithfulness and taking responsibility, 

he blames the king for paralyzing him with fear. He 

characterizes him as severe or harsh. Then he accuses 

him of stealing people’s money and crops. I suspect 

that the king’s opponents were making the same 

claims. 

These excuses are similar to the logic that Satan 

uses to tempt Eve in the Garden of Eden. God entrusts 

Adam and Eve with the responsibility of working and 

keeping the garden, and he allows them to enjoy all the 
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fruit of their labor. His only limitation is that they 

cannot eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil. But Satan uses that prohibition to portray God as 

harsh and stingy, withholding something enjoyable. 

Genesis 3:4-5 tells us, 

But the serpent said to the woman, “You will 

not surely die. For God knows that when you 

eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will 

be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

People continue to use the same reasoning. They 

claim that God is harsh. How could he allow suffering 

in the world? They say that his revelation and the 

fellowship of his followers is too intimidating. They say 

that his commands are too demanding. People should 

just be true to themselves and live however feels right 

to them. 

The king in the parable sees through the man’s 

excuses. He points out that the servant doesn’t even 

believe his own arguments. If he thought the king was 

severe, he would have done something with the money. 

But his refusal shows that he does not really fear the 

king at all. The man stands condemned by his own 
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reasoning. His excuses show that he is nothing more 

than a wicked rebel at heart. 

Of course, the insight of Christ is far deeper than the 

king in this parable. Hebrews 4:12-13 warns us, 

For the word of God is living and active, 

sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing 

to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints 

and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts 

and intentions of the heart. And no creature 

is hidden from his sight, but all are naked 

and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we 

must give account. 

Do you have any arguments that you use to excuse 

unfaithfulness to our king? They won’t hold up when 

you stand before him. We need to stop making excuses. 

Submit to the king, seek his forgiveness, and allow his 

gospel to shape your heart. We should pray the humble 

words of David from Psalm 139:23-24, where he says, 

“Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and 

know my thoughts! And see if there be any grievous 

way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!” 
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Justice is often represented by a scale. It’s supposed 

to symbolize fairness. We insist that everyone should 

be treated the same. We might even picture a person 

on each side of the scale. When weighed against 

another fallible human being, I may seem relatively 

good. But God does not compare us to each other. He 

measures us against his own standard of perfect 

righteousness. His judgment is frightening, but it can 

also be an encouragement. Both responses motivate us 

to serve faithfully.  



 

— 341 — 

In Luke 19:24-27, Jesus tells us how the king 

responds to his wicked servant and his rebellious 

citizens. He says, 

24And he said to those who stood by, ‘Take 

the mina from him, and give it to the one who 

has the ten minas.’ 25And they said to him, 

‘Lord, he has ten minas!’ 26‘I tell you that to 

everyone who has, more will be given, but 

from the one who has not, even what he has 

will be taken away. 27But as for these enemies 

of mine, who did not want me to reign over 

them, bring them here and slaughter them 

before me.’” 

The king hands out two judgments, and we start 

with the second. These enemies are the same group of 

people mentioned in verse 14 who sent a delegation to 

oppose the king’s appointment. Jesus says that they 

hate the king, so it’s probably safe to assume that they 

have also opposed his servants during his absence. If 

allowed to remain in the kingdom, they will continue to 

stir up trouble. They will never submit to his rule. They 

will continue to fight his servants. So, for the good of 

the kingdom and the relief of his servants, the king 

ends their lives. 
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Jesus also has enemies who oppose his kingdom. 

He is the Jewish Messiah, the descendant of David 

destined to rule in Jerusalem. But within a week of 

telling this story, the Jewish people and their leaders 

will pressure Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, to 

crucify him. After he rises from the dead and ascends 

into heaven, they will then persecute his followers. 

But Christ’s dominion extends beyond the Jewish 

people. Matthew 28:18 records what happens when he 

appears to the disciples after his resurrection. It says, 

“And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in 

heaven and on earth has been given to me.’” The 

kingdom of Christ will be universal, but there are 

people everywhere who oppose his authority and hate 

his rule. In some cases, they only show passive 

resistance, ignoring his commands and doubting that 

he will ever return. But others openly mock and 

criticize his revelation, and in many places throughout 

the world, people aggressively persecute his servants. 

What will happen to all these enemies of Christ 

when he returns? Like the king in the story, he will 

encourage his faithful servants by punishing the 
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opposition. So, Paul describes Christ’s return in 2 

Thessalonians 1:6-8 by saying, 

since indeed God considers it just to repay 

with affliction those who afflict you, and to 

grant relief to you who are afflicted as well as 

to us, when the Lord Jesus is revealed from 

heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire, 

inflicting vengeance on those who do not 

know God and on those who do not obey the 

gospel of our Lord Jesus. 

The gospel is a gracious invitation, but it is also an 

authoritative command that must be obeyed. This 

thought leads us back to the other judgment in the 

parable. The king takes away the wicked servant’s mina 

and gives it to the faithful servant. When questioned, 

he declares the principle that to those who have more 

will be given, but to those who have not, even what they 

have will be taken away. So, is this servant punished 

along with the king’s enemies? Or will he still be 

allowed to live in the kingdom? And what application 

does this have to us? The parable does not give us a 

clear answer.  

Some people give the servant the benefit of the 

doubt. They say that he represents the type of person 
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that Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 3. He speaks of the 

Christian life as a building that will be tested by fire. 

We start with Christ as our foundation and build our 

lives upon him with the works that we do. In verses 14-

15, Paul says, 

If the work that anyone has built on the 

foundation survives, he will receive a reward. 

If anyone's work is burned up, he will suffer 

loss, though he himself will be saved, but 

only as through fire. 

So, some people conclude that the third servant is 

still saved despite losing his mina, but I don’t think 1 

Corinthians 3 aligns with the situation in the parable. 

The servant doesn’t just fall short. He criticizes the king 

to his face. Since the king calls the servant wicked, I am 

inclined to believe that he would be executed with the 

other enemies. So, this servant represents someone 

who knows the gospel and outwardly identifies with 

Jesus, but never truly believes or trusts him. He is like 

Judas Iscariot. He does not obey the gospel. He never 

makes Christ his foundation. He never actually serves. 

However you interpret this part of the parable, the 

overall message is sobering. Our king is just, and he will 

examine our lives. Those who oppose him will receive 
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his condemnation. That thought challenges us to serve 

instead of being apathetic and encourages us to keep 

serving in the face of hostility. 

Jesus is king, and one day he will return. We should 

serve him faithfully because of his trust, his reward, his 

insight, and his justice. But that life of service begins 

with and flows from genuine faith in the gospel. You do 

not have to face his wrath. You can be reconciled with 

him through faith in the death and resurrection of 

Christ. If you are not a servant of Christ, would you 

become one today? If you are not ready to take that 

step, I would encourage you to keep learning. You 

might want to read 2 Corinthians 5, because it expands 

on the ideas that we have considered. 

If your life is clearly built upon the foundation of 

Christ, are you serving him faithfully? It is all too easy 

to develop a habit of making excuses. If we are not 

careful, we can begin to sound like the wicked servant. 

Don’t allow yourself to go down that path! Determine 

to stop making excuses. Think of what you need to 
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change to be faithful. Commit yourself to pursuing 

those steps today. 

May the transforming power of the gospel shine 

through us! 

1. Do you consider yourself a servant of Christ? Why 

or why not? 

 

 

 

2. What excuses do you tend to use when you fail to 

serve him? How would you refute those excuses? 

 

 

 

3. How faithful have you been in carrying out Christ’s 

business? What could you do to be more faithful? 
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Strong: The Armor of God (Ephesians 6:10-24) 
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Calvary Bible Church East is an independent, non-

denominational, Bible church in Kalamazoo, Michigan, guided by 

a three-part vision. First, we seek to understand the Bible in order 

to live out its teaching as Spirit-filled worshippers of God and 

followers of Jesus Christ. Next, we seek to deepen our love for one 

another as the family of God. Finally, we seek to be actively 

engaged in our community to shine Christ’s light by meeting 

pressing needs and communicating the gospel of Jesus Christ. For 

more information, visit us online at CalvaryEast.com. 
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